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A prehistoric Indian site at Calabash Boom, a small settlement on the 
shore of Coral Bay near the eastern end of St. John, U.S. Virgin Islands 
(Fig. 1), has been excavated over the past 1.5 years. Calabash Boom proved 
to be a multi-component site which also provided several archaeological 
firsts for St. John. 

The first Indian skeletons: seven were found. 
The first reported manatee bones: ten bones were found in 
three separate strata. 
The first radiocarbon dates: a stratified mound was 
excavated that contained material from three time 
periods; charcoal samples dated from 600 to 1200 A.D. 

Ceramics with Esperanza traits predominated in some strata; Elenan 
traits in others; while late Saladoid type pottery was found in some of the 
lowest strata. Of particular potential significance was the appearance in 
one stratum, carbon dated 600 A.D., of two distinct types of pottery. 

SITE HISTORY 

The Calabash Boom site is located at 64o42'10" W and 18°20' N. It is 
2.8 km from the large Coral Bay Saladoid site, excavated by Hatt (1924) in 
1922-23 and surveyed by Sleight (1962:23-24) in 1960. Despite all the 
activity there, they did not find the Calabash Boom site. In 1926 a 
scientist studying the fauna of St. John reported finding an Indian celt 
and some pottery at Calabash Boom (Buchanan 1976) . In 1976 the site was 
reported by Vescelius (1976). In 1981 a surface survey was made on behalf 
of the V.I. Planning Office (Johnston 1981). In that survey artifacts were 
found over an area of almost 5 acres. In late 1985 the present excavations 
were initiated, because the area was being subdivided into building lots. 

LOCAL ENVIRONMENT 

The site lies within a north-facing hook of land that juts into Coral 
Bay. A reef off the eastern point protects the spot from prevailing winds 
and creates a shallow mini-bay that seems never to have been affected by 
wave action. The coral reef, rocky shore, and shallow sandy bay provide an 
abundant supply of fish and shellfish. The site has about 100 meters of 
north-facing beach frontage from which the land slopes uniformly upward at 
about a 1% grade. The surrounding valley covers about 50 acres and is 
encircled by hills that protect the site from the frequent southeast 
storms. A drainage gut for the valley bisects the site. In prehistoric 
times forest-protected aquifers may have provided running water most of the 
year. It was an excellent location for a settlement of farmers and 
fishermen. 
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Although the surface scatter covered five acres, subsurface tests and 
trenches proved the actual occupation area was limited to about three acres 
(Fig. 2). The only exception to the gently sloping terrain was a large 
mound immediately adjacent and at right angles to the gut, about 20 meters 
from the shore. In 1985 this mound measured 30 X 15 meters, and the center 
was about 75 cm above the present ground level. This made it the highest 
prehistoric Indian mound on St. John. The composition of the mound 
suggests that its proximity to the gut may have contributed to its height. 
Many parts of the mound contain thick layers of gravel. It appears that 
the occasional major storm would cause the gut to overflow. The midden 
would then act as a dam, and gravel would be deposited as the water 
receded. There was no indication throughout the mound of intrusion or 
deposition from the sea. 

EXCAVATIONS AND STRATIGRAPHY 

At the time these excavations were initiated, about 70 cm of the 
eastern two-thirds of the mound had been removed to provide a level area. 
The western third, about 10 X 15 meters, was left undisturbed. Because the 
disposition of this area was uncertain, excavations were largely salvage in 
nature. Fortunately, the owner refrained from further development for 1.5 
years. During that period the authors, without benefit of crew, dug 11 
one-meter pits in the undisturbed mound, plus 4 half-meter square pits and 
a 6 square-meter excavation of a burial area where the top of the mound had 
been removed. In addition, six one-meter square pits were dug in the site 
area outside the mound. Moreover, 450 meters of utility trenches were 
profiled well into sterile soil. This helped confirm the horizontal and 
vertical boundaries of the site. 

Material from pits dug outside the mound has not yet been analyzed. 
Therefore, this report will be based exclusively on material from the 
mound. 

At first, excavations were made in arbitrary 10-cm levels; later, by 
natural strata. A good deal of our information was obtained from 3 
contiguous pits dug into the center face of the undisturbed section of the 
mound. The 20-40 cm level contained much bone, shell, and carbon as well 
as ceramic sherds with Esperanza traits, such as modeled incised appliques, 
zoomorphic adornos, and carinated bowls. Average thickness of these sherds 
is 7 mm; 57% are red. In this stratum a coral effigy head was found, which 
will be discussed later. Charcoal from this layer dated 1210 ± 80 A.D. 
(Beta Analytic 1986:#16647). 

The stratum at 50-90 cm was most prolific in concentration and variety 
of artifacts. It contained a great deal of carbon, which dated 660 ± 60 
A.D. (Beta Analytic 1987a:#19863). There were many large sherds, 65% of 
them red. Average sherd thickness is 6 mm. This stratum was labeled "H". 

The ceramics in this level were of two distinct types. One type is 
brownware, coarse and heavy, some with vertically-incised rims and vesti
gial handles. The other type is fine redware featuring tapered rims, often 
slipped or polished. Dr. Irving Rouse personally reviewed some 200 of the 
sherds found in this stratum. He concluded that the assemblage resembled 
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that of one level of the Monserrate site in eastern Puerto Rico. The 
report of Roe et al.(1985) delineates the Monserrate ceramics as "spanning 
the continuum between late Saladoid and Elenoid pottery". 

The last habitation layer, separated from "H" by a sterile layer, went 
down to 130 cm. There were fewer artifacts and too little charcoal for 
carbon dating. The pottery in this level is harder than that in the upper 
levels and has an average thickness of 5 mm. Some of the sherds have red-
painted interior rims and painted or slipped interiors and exteriors. 
There were also some very pale tan sherds (possibly Saladoid kaolin paste) 
that could have been from the neck or pedestal of a vessel. 

Other pits in the mound contained no pottery with Esperanza traits. 
Instead they had an ill-defined layer containing mixed red and brown sherds 
and some shell, bone, and carbon. Below such a stratum in one pit was a 
large concentration of pottery with traits solely of the Elenan subseries. 
Sherds large enough to reconstruct significant parts of seven bowls were 
found here. This stratum was carbon dated at 1050 ± 60 A.D. (Beta Analytic 
1987b:#20605). Below this was a stratum containing the two types of 
pottery described in level "H" above. 

Despite the 450 meters of trenches profiled and many pits excavated, no 
postmolds or any other solid evidence for dwellings were observed. The 
habitation strata east of the gut are shallower and less productive than 
the mound area. One area west and south of the mound has deep black soil, 
but again the habitation strata are less productive. This land was never 
tilled in colonial times, although the owners are said to have produced 
some bay oil there. Moreover, there were no historical artifacts in the 
topsoil. It is unlikely, therefore, that postmolds were obliterated by 
historical action. 

CERAMIC ARTIFACTS 

Throughout the mound the vessel forms ranged from flared open bowls to 
curved bowls with open or restricted orifices; from carinated forms, 
navicular shapes and shallow bowls to flat dishes and griddles (Fig. 3) . 
One shape not heretofore reported from St. John has an everted rim, con
stricted neck and globular body (Fig. 3f, e-c-g). This shape is usually 
redware. It resembles type 4 from El Bronce (Robinson 1985) but the curves 
are more extreme. This form was most abundant in level "H". 

There were a surprisingly large number of flared open bowls with rim 
diameters of 55 cm or more. Over 10% of the rim sherds are from vessels of 
this size. The walls of these bowls flare from comparatively small bases, 
usually flat. A straight collar often was used on pottery from the lower 
levels; in the upper level the collars are less well-defined. One complete 
vessel of this size was reconstructed. It measures 55 cm in diameter, 
stands 17 cm high, and has a capacity of about 12 liters (Fig. 4). 

Vessel rims are rounded, semi-flat, flat, tapered, or interior beveled 
(Fig. 3). Red is the predominant color throughout, ranging from 57% in the 
top level to 78% in the lowest. A few sherds are purplish red. The lowest 
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level also contained sherds colored yellow-brown, pinkish brown and black, 
and orange-yellow. These sherds are all fine-tempered and hard. 

Basal sherds with annular rings or with no raised rings but a definite 
angle between base and side were concentrated in stratum "H" containing the 
Monserrate style pottery. Only one specimen of each was found in the 
20-40 cm level. 

Temper size varies enormously and does not appear to be dependent on 
vessel form, wall thickness or stratigraphie provenience. Calcareous 
temper predominates. There is some shell temper, and a very few examples 
of sand-tempered sherds. About 90% of the sherds have black cores, 
indicating that they were made in an oxidizing atmosphere. 

Griddle sherds from this site are plain. No rims are decorated; 33% 
are shallow and rounded, and 66% are straight edged and slightly deeper. 
The griddle bottoms are the only interesting aspect. Some are smooth and 
made with care, others still have the coils showing. And on some, patterns 
of grass or soil are visible, suggesting that the griddle had been made by 
simply spreading the clay on the ground and putting an edge to it. 

Thirteen spindle whorls were found. They are circular, flat, uni-
facially pierced and appear to have been made from broken pottery. Three 
ovoid fragments of pottery, crudely notched on their long sides also may 
have been used for spinning thread. 

NON-CERAMIC ARTIFACTS 

The lithic industry is not very impressive. Stone tools were few and 
the majority crude. Only 136 pieces of worked stone were found in the 
mound; one-third is debitage. Of the 96 tools, 36 were made by flaking, 7 
by grinding, and 57 (60%) were utilized pebbles that probably were picked 
up along the shore. The 12 tool types included celt, hoe, chopper, 
scraper, mano, pecking stone, hammerstone, anvil, abrader, knife, and 
drill. A few netsinkers completed the tool kit. Although 3 stones were 
found that could be manos, there were no metates. Also absent were the 
small chips required for manioc graters. Celts were reused as hammers or 
abraders when the original bits were broken off. There seems to be no 
significant correlation between tool types and occupation levels. 

Shell and coral tools were not numerous. There were a few celts made 
from Strombus gigas, and chisel-like tools made from a species of Cassis. 
There was one shell scoop. Staghorn coral was formed into abraders as well 
as T-shaped drills. 

Shell, stone, bone, and coral were used for ornamental and ceremonial 
purposes as well as tools. Numerous beads were found made from Oliva 
shells. Two discs and a small smooth rectangle of unknown purpose were cut 
from a Strombus shell. There was a small shell three-pointer (Fig. 5, 
center) and several preforms. 

Of particular interest as ornamental or ceremonial objects are seven 
cylindrical stone beads found in the same area of stratum "H" as the three-
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pointer and some human bones. They are graduated in length from 17 to 
30 mm, are highly polished, and are made of diorite, ranging from an almost 
white body with black splotches to an almost black body with white. All 
are biconically drilled longitudinally with a second hole drilled latitudi 
nally, possibly for feathers. Three other stone beads were found in the 
same area. One is diorite like the above seven, one is an unknown type of 
brown stone, and the last is a green nephrite-like material. Only one 
lacks the latitudinal hole, and two beads bulge at the middle with fine 
incised lines at either side (Fig. 5). 

A small cleat-shaped object of carved and polished manatee bone was 
found which may have had ceremonial significance (Fig. 5, upper left). One 
of the points of the base is missing. Of the 10 manatee bones excavated, 
this is the only worked piece. It is unlikely that all the bones came from 
the same animal, since some were found in each habitation level. 

A small effigy head of coral (Fig. 5) was found at the highest remain
ing point of the mound under an ovoid boulder. It is calcined and was 
accompanied by many calcined coral fragments, a great deal of charcoal, and 
pottery with Esperanza traits. At a lower level was found a large piece of 
brain coral roughed into a flat-based, semi-oval shape. It was lying in a 
shallow bowl that had been symbolically killed with a small hole punched in 
the center of the bottom (Fig. 6). Both these items appear to have ritual 
meaning. 

SUBSISTENCE REMAINS 

Invertebrate material has been quantified by minimum numbers of 
individuals of each species represented. Vertebrate material has been 
stored for later examination by a specialist. For the present it appears 
that the inhabitants of Calabash Boom raised cassava; hunted hutia, iguana, 
and some birds; and caught and ate fish, turtle, and crab. They gathered 
shellfish, which must have been a major component of their diet since over 
70 species were found in their middens. They might even be called the 
'whelk culture'--whelk being the local name for Cittarium pica. Over 2000 
individuals of this species were excavated from 10 cm of a 3 square meter 
pit; and 58% of all discrete molluscan shells are that species. 

HUMAN SKELETAL REMAINS 

The Indians of Calabash Boom are represented by seven skeletons. Four 
were found together near the center of the original mound. The first was 
lying in a semi-flexed position with the body oriented north-south. The 
second skeleton, also semi-flexed, was buried close by and oriented east-
west. Apparently the hole for the second skeleton cut right across the 
head of skeleton #1, leaving a few teeth but no skull (Fig. 7). The third 
skeleton was placed on its back in a tightly flexed position, lying east-
west. The head was separated from the body and placed vertically in front 
(Fig. 8). The fourth skeleton was just east of the first three, lying 
east-west in a semi-flexed position. These skeletons were located in a 
sterile stratum, an estimated 90-100 cm below the original surface of the 
mound. Above them was a continuous layer of midden material extending to 
level "H" of the 3 contiguous pits in the undisturbed mound area. These 
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skeletons are being examined by Dr. Robert Dailey, Anthropology Department, 
Florida State University. In a personal communication he reported that the 
three skulls are male with fronto-occipital deformation. A report will be 
issued in the near future. 

The fifth skeleton was found just inside the seaward edge of the mound. 
The sixth was located in the deep dark soil about 15 meters southwest of 
the mound. The seventh skeleton was found in the south (landward) side of 
the mound in a stratum containing sherds of the Elenan subseries. Accord
ing to Dr. D. M. Pomeranz, a dentist, who placed the teeth of the upper 
jaw in the correct order, this was the skeleton of a 10-11 year old boy. 
The shovel-shaped incisors were in excellent condition. This was definite
ly a secondary burial since most of the skull, the pelvis, and vertebrae 
were missing. No material was found in association with the burials except 
for one rim sherd painted red on its interior. 

In addition to these burial skeletons, 160 fragments of human bone and 
5 teeth were found throughout the mound. A close examination of their 
scatter by pit and stratum indicates that 141 of these bones may be from 5 
individuals. The three-pointer and beads shown in Figure 5 were found in 
one such bone cluster in level "H". The remaining 19 bones were widely 
scattered throughout the midden. A typical example is a large sherd 
holding the end of a human femur mixed with shell, animal bone, and 
charcoal just as it was found (Fig. 9). 

Of these scattered human bones, 93 are from long bones, 18 are finger 
and toe bones, and 7 are head bones. Sixteen are burned and a few show 
sharp striations. Most of the bones are from level "H". It is tempting to 
infer cannibalism as a logical rationale for the type and location of these 
human bone fragments. Other explanations are, of course, possible. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, we must admit uncertainty about the number of habitation 
strata in the mound. No single stratum extended throughout the mound. 
Deposits varied in thickness, width, and slope. Strata combined, diverged, 
and even disappeared entirely. Apparently different areas of the mound 
were used by different people at different times. 

Radiocarbon dating, combined with the relative abundance of material 
and character of the ceramics found in each habitation level of the midden, 
lead to the following conclusions. A few late Saladoid people visited the 
site leaving evidence of their pottery in the lowest strata. The greatest 
population and/or the longest span of continuous occupation occurred at the 
same time and with the same type of ceramics as the Monserrate style that 
appeared in eastern Puerto Rico. Around 1000 A.D. inhabitants of Calabash 
Boom were producing ceramics with purely Elenan traits. Finally, a Chican 
subseries with Esperanza traits predominated in the 13th century. 

It is noteworthy that the population sequence proposed by Roe et al. 
(1985) for the Puerto Rico area during the transition from Saladoid to 
Elenan Ostionoid now appears in this small island 'outpost' some 100 miles 
to the east. The large Saladoid site in Coral Bay is followed by smaller 
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suburban settlements like Calabash Boom where pottery appears to have 
degenerated over the occupation period. 
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Figure 1. Location of the Calabash Boom site on the island of St. John. 
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a. Flat dish (4 x 10 cm) e. Carinated (Esperanza) 

b. Open bowl (8 x 36 cm) 

CD 
c. Constricted orifice 

d. Carinated (Elenan) 

f. e-c-g 

M 
g. Large bowl (16 x 55 cm) 

WW 
h. Typical Rim Profiles 

Figure 3. Ceramic vessel shapes from Calabash Boom. 
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Figure 4. Reconstructed large bowl. 
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Figure 5. Ceremonial objects of manatee bone (upper left), coral 
(upper right), shell (center), and stone. 
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Figure 6. Centrally punctured bowl, with the coral object 
that was found inside it. 

Figure 7- Skeletons #1 and #2, with (at top of 
photo) the skull of skeleton #3. 
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Figure 8. Skeleton #3. 

Figure 9. Human bone fragments found in midden levels. 
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