This volume provides a background to the history of archaeological research in the
Dutch Caribbean and compiles a number of compliance archaeology projects that
have been carried out under and in the spirit of the Valetta Treaty. In addition, with
its discussion of the successful creation of localized community-based archaeological
heritage associations serving as an excellent model for other island communities in
the Caribbean, this volume represents a unique contribution to AHM in a wider
regional perspective.
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Chapter 13

An ‘Emporium for All the World’
Commercial archaeology in Lower Town,
St. Eustatius

Ruud Stelten

The change in political status of Bonaire, St. Eustatius and Saba (the BES islands),
which became special municipalities of the Kingdom of the Netherlands on
October 10, 2010, brought about an explosion in commercial building activities
on St. Eustatius (affectionately called Statia by the local population). At the same
time, new laws governing the archaeological heritage were implemented.
The St. Eustatius Center for Archaeological Research (SECAR) was founded
in 2000 to conduct research on the island’s rich cultural heritage through
archaeological field schools. Since the constitutional change on the BES islands,
SECAR has also been conducting commercial archaeological work on the island.
A large number of commercial archaeological projects all over the island were
carried out by the author over the last two years, including work on former sugar
plantations, the historic town center of Oranjestad, and Lower Town, the island’s
former commercial port district. It is the latter area that produced some of the
most interesting research results of the last few years. This chapter will present and
discuss the results of various archaeological projects carried out in Lower Town,
which is believed to have the densest concentration of archaeological remains of
any area of comparable size in the Americas (Dethlefsen et al. 1982).

Lower Town in St. Eustatius’ history
St. Eustatius was first permanently settled by the Dutch in 1636. Upon arrival,
the colonists found a deserted French fort which they strengthened and named
Fort Oranje. The settlers started growing sugar cane, coffee, tobacco, indigo, and
cotton. Agriculture remained the mainstay of the island’s economy until the end
of the seventeenth century. In the seventeenth century settlement most likely
consisted of scattered farms around the fort. The habitation of St. Eustatius was
divided between Upper and Lower Town, the former being restricted to the cliffs,
while the latter was located at the base of the cliffs on the island’s leeward shore
(Figure 13.1).
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Figure 13.1: Lower Town as it appeared in 1774. Top: view to the south with the weighing
house (blue roof) and the headquarters of the Dutch West India Company directly behind it
in the foreground, and the Dutch Reformed Church and Fort Oranje on the cliff to the left
(Source: Algemeen Rijksarchief, 4.MIKO 313).

Even though Statia’s prosperity increased steadily, it was probably not until the
beginning of the eighteenth century that urban development started to take place.
Construction in Lower Town, however, already commenced in the seventeenth
century. The historic records mention a warehouse for the storage of tobacco as
early as 1639. By 1658 there were several well-stocked warehouses on the island
(Attema 1976:18). In his work Histoire naturelle et morale des îles Antilles de
l’Amérique, published in 1658, Charles de Rochefort wrote that on the island ‘there
are also storehouses so well furnish’d with all things requisite to life.’ Although the
locations of these warehouses cannot be determined from the documents, it is
likely that they were located in Lower Town as their proximity to the sea would
have made it easy for ships to pick up the products stored in them.
Several steep paths connected Upper and Lower Town. The latter started to
become a trade locus towards the end of the first half of the eighteenth century.
Various mid-eighteenth-century maps and drawings show several structures along
the shores of Oranjestad Bay and Gallows Bay. In the mid-eighteenth century
Lower Town was enlarged in typically Dutch manner, namely by reclaiming land
from the sea. It was not until the second half of the eighteenth century, however,
that Lower Town started to grow significantly. In 1756 St. Eustatius was made
into a free port, causing an increase in trade and building activities which resulted
in the construction of a 1.5 km long row of some 600 buildings, including twostoried warehouses, shops, trading offices, merchant homes, brothels, and taverns
along the bay. Due to steady population growth, housing on the island was limited
and renting a house was very expensive. After 1760 this caused merchants to build
houses on the bay, some of which were of palatial dimensions. To protect Lower
Town from the devastating swells during the hurricane season, an underwater wall
was built about 60 m offshore that served as a wave barrier.
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An account from the Scottish lady Janet Schaw dating to 1775 describes Lower
Town as a non-stop market displaying goods of different types and qualities sold
by people from all over the world:
‘From one end of the town of Eustatia to the other is a continuous market,
where goods of the most different uses and qualities are displayed before the shop
doors. Here hang rich embroideries, painted silks, flowered Muslins, with all the
Manufactures of the Indies. Just by hang Sailor’s Jackets, trousers, shoes, hats, etc.
The next stall contains the most exquisite silver plate, the most beautiful indeed I
ever saw, and close by these iron pots, kettles and shovels. Perhaps the next presents
you with French and English Millinary wares. But it were endless to enumerate
the variety of merchandise in such a place, for in every store you find every thing,
be their qualities ever so opposite.’ [Schaw 1921:137]

Gallow’s Bay, at Lower Town’s southern end, was not only the place where
criminals were hanged, but likely also the location of a shipbuilding yard. The
historic records mention repairs being made to pirate ships on St. Eustatius. This
was probably done in Gallow’s Bay, as here the Lower Town Road ends and there
used to be a sloping beach, ideal for the hauling of ships.
After 1760 the number of ships arriving on Statia numbered between 1800 and
2700, reaching a maximum of 3551 ships in 1779. While many came from Europe,
Africa and the Americas, the regional inter-island trade played an important role
in the island’s economy. Almost 20,000 merchants, slaves, sailors, and plantation
owners were crowded on this small island in its heyday (a large proportion of
these were temporary residents). In the 1770s imports exceeded the capacity of
the island’s warehouses and sugar and cotton were piled up high in the open air
(Klooster 1998:96). This was the time at which St. Eustatius reached its greatest
prosperity and earned its nickname The Golden Rock. Nearly every merchant in the
late-eighteenth-century Atlantic World knew of the island, and in the House of
Commons Edmund Burke even called it ‘an emporium for all the world, a mart, a
magazine for all the nations of the world.’
Due to the mercantilist policies of several European nations and St. Eustatius’
proximity to many of their colonies, the island was in an excellent position to
ship illegal supplies such as sugar, tobacco, foodstuffs, gunpowder, and weapons
to these territories. This illicit trade between the Caribbean islands, the SpanishAmerican mainland and the North American colonies is termed the kleine vaart.
On Statia this took on enormous proportions. For example, around 1770 Statia
produced about 270,000 kg of sugar annually, but it exported 9,000,000 kg. The
remaining 8,730,000 kg were brought over from other islands and sold tax free on
St. Eustatius to maximize profits (Gilmore 2004:49). Weapons and gunpowder,
originally coming from Europe, were shipped in great numbers to the English
colonies in North America in exchange for commodities such as sugar and tobacco.
This trade reached its peak during the American War of Independence. Even the
English merchants on the island were willing to sell whatever the enemies of their
country needed. In 1775 the export of arms and war equipment to North America
from Dutch ports was forbidden by the Dutch government under pressure from
Great Britain, but on Statia this was ignored and the illicit trade continued to
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flourish. This is aptly illustrated by a letter from Abraham van Bibber, the Maryland
agent on the island, written to his superiors, saying: ‘obedience to the law would be
ruinous for the trade.’ Gunpowder was shipped in boxes labeled as tea or in bales
labeled as rice, officials were bribed and the control by customs officers was faulty
(Goslinga 1985:144).
After the British sacked the island in 1781 during the Fourth Anglo-Dutch
War, trade recovered and the island’s economy flourished once more. Around 1795
the importance of St. Eustatius as a transit harbour declined. The United States
had become independent and trade moved to North America and neighboring
islands. To make matters worse, the end of the slave trade was looming. On top
of all this the French captured the island in 1795. The French policies governing
trade inhibited the free transactions that had built the island’s wealth. These
events signaled the end of prosperity on what a mere fifteen years earlier was the
richest trading centre in the Caribbean. Lower Town’s warehouses were abandoned
and left to the elements, and merchants either left the island or moved to Upper
Town. Devastating hurricanes in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries
destroyed many buildings. In the nineteenth century the island’s inhabitants
complemented the destruction by exporting tens of thousands warehouse bricks
in order to generate some income. The island that was once known as one of the
leading ports of the world became an almost forgotten community.

Site formation processes
Archaeological remains in Lower Town have been affected mainly by two natural
processes. The first is the erosion of the cliffs below which the town was built.
Heavy rainfall during the hurricane season frequently causes parts of the cliffs to
slide down, thus burying the ruins. Close to the cliffs, all ruins are buried and
overall these are in a very good state of preservation. The second natural process is
destruction caused by strong swells and winds during the hurricane season. Swells
crash into the shoreline and over time aid in the disintegration of the historic
ruins. On the seaside of Lower Town many ruins are exposed. After nearly every
strong swell, parts of the ruins break off. For instance, the Great Hurricane of
1780, the deadliest Atlantic hurricane in recorded history, caused much damage on
St. Eustatius. A contemporary observer noted that many warehouses were destroyed,
numerous ships were sunk and a large number of people died during the hurricane
which lasted from October 12 to 22. It was said that the damage was indescribable.

Legal protection of archaeological remains
In 2011 the St. Eustatius island government adopted the St. Eustatius Spatial
Development Plan. One of the main goals of the Spatial Development Plan is to
provide legal guidelines during future construction projects in order to enable the
protection and management of archaeological and natural resources. In this plan,
all areas on the island are designated a particular zoning. Besides zonings such as
residential, commercial, or nature, an area can have a second (or double) zoning
for archaeology. In these areas, development may only take place if it does not have
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a negative effect on the archaeological remains present. Exceptions to this rule can
be made by the government of St. Eustatius if the added value of the development
for the island, of for instance economical or recreational character, outweighs the
importance of preservation of the archaeological remains. The government of St.
Eustatius has to contact an individual or organization with archaeological expertise
before granting a permit for development in these specific areas.
To date SECAR has always been the organization which carried out any
commercial archaeological research. Even though no archaeological standards such
as the Dutch quality guidelines (KNA) have been determined on the BES islands
yet, SECAR aims to conduct archaeological research as much as possible in line
with the KNA.

Previous research
Previous archaeological work in Lower Town was carried out between 1981
and 1984 by archaeologists of the College of William and Mary, Williamsburg,
Virginia (Barka 1985). A plan drawing of the entire area was made and each site
was assigned a number. In addition, several test units were excavated in order to
gain a better understanding of the area’s stratigraphy, the state of preservation of
various structures and deposits, and the functions of particular structures (Barka
1985). It was found that the stratigraphy was very complex throughout the area.
The vast majority of artifacts in Lower Town eroded from deposits in Upper Town,
and dated predominantly to the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries.
Many structural features were found in test units on the cliff side immediately
north of the Bay Path, including stone walls and various types of pavements. These
were in a much better state of preservation than the ruins on the seaside. A test
unit on a seaside structure, however, yielded good evidence of stratigraphy and a
yellow brick floor. Below the floor, various early-eighteenth-century artifacts were
found, indicating that in at least some instances the destruction by waves to the
archaeological deposits is not as great as one might think. Soil layers above the
floor, however, indicated that the upper part of the site was disturbed by natural
processes, which was further evidenced by a mixture of eighteenth-, nineteenth-,
and twentieth-century artifacts found in the deposits.

Fiber-optic cable
In December 2011 a 450-m long trench for a fiber-optic cable was excavated
between the Bay Path and Smoke Alley in Lower Town. The fiber-optic cable
would connect St. Eustatius to neighbouring St. Kitts and provide a faster internet
connection to the island. The St. Eustatius Spatial Development Plan marks the
entire Lower Town area as having a double zoning for archaeology. The trench
was nevertheless excavated without a permit and thus without any input from an
archaeologist. SECAR managed to put a halt to the excavations until the developer
agreed on the presence of an archaeologist during the work. The next two weeks,
the author monitored the excavations closely and documented all exposed
archaeological remains with the help of Dr. Jay B. Haviser of the St. Maarten
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Archaeological Center (SIMARC). This limited time frame was imposed by the
contractor, whose work consisted of excavating the trench, inserting the fiber-optic
cable, and closing it up immediately. Due to the short amount of time available
for the archaeological work, it was decided to focus on four things: making sure
no damage was done to structural features by the backhoe, photographing and
drawing all structural features, and collecting all artifacts larger than a thumbnail
from the spoil heap in 10 meter zones, with the help of volunteers.
A total of 37 structural features were documented during the watching brief.
These included demolished and intact walls, floors, drains, steps, a vat, and a
cistern (Figure 13.2). These features can be described as follows.
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Feature 1. Vat made of red and yellow bricks. The inside is covered with a layer
of plaster of 1-2 cm thickness. Given the vat’s location, orientation and type of
construction, it is unlikely to be a cistern.
Feature 2. Yellow brick wall built against Feature 1.
Feature 3. Yellow brick steps built against Feature 2.
Features 4 and 5. Floor of orange tiles. The tiles measure 25×13×5.5 cm.
Feature 6. Yellow brick wall with red bricks at the base. This feature is probably
part of the same structure as Features 2, 3, 4, and 5.
Feature 7. Basalt stone wall with a basalt stone tile to the right.
Feature 8. Floor made of orange tiles and yellow bricks, and a probably basalt
stone wall to the right. The orange tiles measure 22×22×3 cm. From 23-25 m,
the floor was partly destroyed by the excavator.
Feature 9. Basalt stone wall, destroyed by the excavator but still visible in the
profile.
Feature 10. Yellow brick wall. The part on the right was pulled off by the
excavator.
Features 11, 13, 14, 15, 18, 24, 26, 32, and 37. Basalt stone wall.
Features 12 and 20. Wall made of basalt stones and yellow bricks.
Feature 16. Cistern made of yellow and some red bricks. The yellow bricks are
positioned on their sides.
Feature 17. Collapsed wall made of yellow and some red bricks. The yellow
bricks are positioned on their sides.
Feature 19. Basalt stone wall. The stones on the right are faced.
Feature 21. Yellow brick wall that drops steeply after one row of bricks.
Feature 22. Collapsed wall made of basalt stones and fragments of red brick.
Several fragments of glass and ceramics are embedded in the mortar.
Feature 23. Wall made of red and yellow bricks on the inside, basalt stones on
the right, and soft mortar on the left.
Feature 25. Floor made of mortar and stone covered with plaster.
Feature 27. Floor made of mortar with fragments of red brick, approximately
2 cm thick.
Feature 28. Wall made of yellow and red bricks.
Feature 29. Red brick wall.
Feature 30. Wall made of cut basalt stones. To the left a layer of stones was
removed by the excavator.
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•
•
•
•
•

Feature 31. Collapsed wall made of red and yellow bricks and basalt stones.
Feature 33. Floor of orange tiles.
Feature 34. Steps made of cut basalt stones and yellow bricks.
Feature 35. Possible drain.
Feature 36. Plastered drain.

Many of the structural features are undoubtedly part of the warehouses that
dotted the island’s leeward coastline in the late-eighteenth century. The excavation
uncovered features made of a large variety of building materials, similar to the
exposed ruins found on the other side of the Lower Town Road. It was not possible
to link any features to specific buildings known from the historic sources. Very
little stratigraphical information was recorded due to the extremely limited time
frame of the project. Nevertheless, it became clear that the ruins were covered
by a 60-80-cm thick layer of materials eroded from the cliffs. This facilitated the
preservation of the structural remains.
A total of 1421 artifacts were collected during the watching brief. These included
281 pre-Columbian ceramics, 57 faunal specimens, 745 historic ceramics, 166
glass fragments, 160 metal objects, ten stone artifacts, and two composite objects.
The historic ceramics were subdivided according to ware types; the main
categories were: refined or coarse earthenware, ironstone, stoneware, and porcelain.
Most of the ceramics included refined earthenware, either white or other types. A
large portion of the ceramics was coarse earthenware; there were smaller numbers
of porcelain, stoneware and ironstone. The largest sub-assemblage for refined
earthenware was for white body ceramics. These 331 artifacts included examples
of a variety of ceramic types that reflect activity throughout the historic period.
Creamware (n=100) and pearlware (n=136) made up the majority of this ware
type. For other refined earthenwares, the largest categories were tin-glazed and

Figure 13.2: Plan drawing of the Lower Town fiber optic cable trench, showing numerous
structural features, indicated by Nrs. 1-37.
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kaolin; kaolin was composed solely of tobacco pipe fragments (stems and bowls).
Coarse earthenwares were mainly red, with smaller numbers of buff body wares,
and Afro-Caribbean wares. Porcelain included a variety of types, from examples of
Chinese export porcelains to bone china and modern hard and soft paste porcelain.
Stoneware comprised examples of buff, brown, grey, and white stonewares.
Glass and metal were the next largest material types. There were 166 glass items
and 160 metal objects. Glass was subdivided according to color; there were small
numbers of a variety of glass types, but the vast majority was dark green. Most
of these were examples of free blown or mold blown bottles. Other glass types
were colorless, green, light green, manganese, blue green, aqua, olive green, and
turquoise in color. These types included some examples of machine made bottle
and jar glass as well as free blown and mold blown forms. There were also a few
examples of press molded table glass.
Metal objects were also sub-divided by material type; all except three items
were made of iron. The remaining three items were of a copper alloy. Most of the
iron objects were nails or nail fragments. Some were identifiable as either machine
cut or hand wrought, but many were too corroded to make a clear identification.
Some other metal objects were too corroded for identification as well. There were a
few cast items, including two cannonballs, and several molded objects. The copper
alloy objects appear to have been press molded.
The 56 faunal specimens included mammal bones and teeth, marine and
terrestrial shells, and fish bones. The stone sub-assemblage included examples of
coral, granite, slate, and volcanic stone.
Pre-Columbian artifacts (Figure 13.3) comprised two lithic objects and 281
ceramic sherds.
The vast majority of artifacts were not associated with any structural feature(s).
All documented features were covered by approximately 60-80 cm of eroded
material from the cliffs. Nearly all artifacts came from this layer, and are thus
not associated with the activities in Lower Town as the research in the 1980s had
already pointed out.

Figure 13.3: Pre-Columbian artifacts found underneath the King’s Well. Left: stone axe
fragment. Middle: anthropomorphic adorno. Right: Saladoid white-on-red painted ceramic
sherd.
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Feature 1, although fairly similar to a cistern, is not interpreted this way. The
structure’s square shape and size do not correspond to those of other cisterns in
Lower Town. The structure also shows no signs of a vaulted roof similar to those
found on cisterns. Furthermore, an expansion of the trench around Feature 1
uncovered a yellow brick floor, indicating that people walked around the structure,
thus pointing to industrial use. Based on this, the structure is interpreted as a vat
that was used in the production and/or storage of an as yet undetermined liquid.
A large number of faunal (mammal) remains were uncovered between Features
34 and 36. These remains were excavated from an archaeologically intact layer and
are associated with activities carried out in the area. Feature 36 was a plastered
drain, while Feature 35 might have been a drain as well. The faunal remains
combined with the structural findings suggest that this structure may have been
a slaughterhouse, whereby the drain(s) would have been used to channel the
slaughtered animals’ blood to the sea.
The material collected from underneath the King’s Well included 281
Amerindian ceramics. These artifacts reflect both flat and hollow form vessels,
griddle fragments, and one anthropomorphic adorno. The ceramics include plain or
undecorated examples as well as burnished, red-slipped, red-slipped and burnished,
white-on-red-painted, and black-and-white-on-red designs. One mammal and two
turtle bones were also collected, along with one volcanic groundstone axe fragment
and a volcanic cobble tool. These artifacts were found in a shell midden underneath
the colonial structures, starting at a depth of about 2.5 m. The ceramics point
to a Saladoid to post-Saladoid occupation. This site is almost certainly part of
the Smoke Alley prehistoric site, which has now been shown to be larger than
previously thought. Given its depth and the fact that another seventeen prehistoric
ceramic sherds were found throughout the trench, it is likely that the site continues
further south and may underlay a large part of the Lower Town ruins.

Other projects
In March 2013 over 150 meters of cliff erosion was excavated at Lower Town’s
northern end for the construction of a new parking area. The 2-day excavation was
monitored by the author, who recorded an historic cistern, two historic walls with
associated yellow brick floor, a single historic wall, and a rum distillery.
It was not possible to link the walls and floor to any specific building known
from the historic records. The cistern was found to be in a very bad state of
preservation; only a small part was still fairly intact, and all the face stones and
the vaulted cover were gone. During a survey of the Lower Town ruins, the author
recorded a total of sixteen cisterns, but there are undoubtedly many more to be
found underneath the eroded material from the cliffs. The large number of cisterns
and a total of four wells in the Lower Town area indicate that maintaining an
adequate water supply was a very important aspect of life on this part of the island.
Not only did the local population collect water for their own consumption, the
tens of thousands of sailors calling at St. Eustatius each year would have to be
supplied as well. On a dry island like Statia, making sure that each drop of rain was
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collected was very important and in Lower Town much needed warehouse space
was traded to make room for cisterns and wells.
The rum distillery was found in a vertical cliff face, making it impossible to
excavate the structure completely without compromising the integrity of the cliff
face (Figure 13.4). It is made of cut basalt stones and some yellow bricks. The front
part is in a very good state of preservation. The structure is 247 cm wide, with a 43cm wide and 83-cm deep stokehole. The molasses vat on top was destroyed at some
point of time in the past. The wall to the right may have been part of the distillery
complex, although this could not be determined. An approximately 8-cm thick
intact archaeological layer consisting of ash and charcoal was found in front of
the distillery. These materials undoubtedly came from the stokehole. Underneath
this layer, a compact natural layer was encountered which probably served as
the original walking surface. Artifacts found in the eroded material covering the
structure included many late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century case gin
and wine bottles and several different types of ceramics.
After a heavy rain storm, another rum distillery was found in May 2013 by the
author in Lower Town’s southern part (Figure 13.5). Protruding through the cliff
face behind the diesel generators that power the island, it posed the same excavation
problems as the other distillery. The front part of the structure is 197 cm wide,
with a 41-cm wide and-52 cm deep stokehole. It is made of cut basalt stones and
some yellow bricks. The lower part of this distillery was partly destroyed, but
part of the molasses vat on top is very well preserved. The vat is made of yellow
bricks and shows a red brick bottom. As the area in front of the distillery has
frequently been bulldozed to keep the diesel generator buildings clear of eroded
materials from the cliffs, no intact archaeological layers were present in front of the
structure. No artifacts were found during excavation and cleaning.

Conclusions
From the archaeological research in Lower Town it has become clear that a wider
range of activities were carried out in this area than previously thought. The
presence of a possible slaughter house, two rum distilleries and a type of production
vat indicate that, besides commercial activities, a number of industrial and other
activities were carried out in the area as well. Furthermore, a significant area of
Lower Town was dedicated to the collection and storage of rain- and groundwater.
The vast majority of artifacts found during the investigations was eroded from
Upper Town, and are thus not associated with activities at the waterfront. The
discovery of a prehistoric shell midden underneath the King’s Well and the
presence of several more fragments of prehistoric ceramics throughout the trench
indicate that evidence of Amerindian activity may be found underneath historic
ruins throughout Lower Town.
The preservation of the historic remains, both structures and archaeological
deposits, was found to be very good close to the cliffs. Historic records, maps and
artwork indicate that several hundred structures were present in late eighteenthcentury Lower Town. Many of these are covered by a thick layer of eroded
materials, causing them to be very well preserved. It is expected that during future

242

managing our past into the future

Figure 13.4: Rum distillery found in Lower Town’s northern part. Scale bars: 2 m.

Figure 13.5: Rum distillery found in Lower Town’s southern part. Scale bar: 1 m.

stelten
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construction projects and after heavy rainfall many more archaeological remains
will come to light. The past two years of commercial archaeology has only begun
to scratch the surface of what is to be found in Statia’s Lower Town. As the first
historical archaeologists on the island said in the early 1980s, St. Eustatius truly is
‘the Pompeii of the New World.’
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