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Abstract 
Since 1995, Montserrat has been affected by the ongoing eruptions of the Soufrière Hills 
volcano, which have displaced two-thirds of the island’s population, and destroyed over half of 
the landscape in the island’s south. Eruptions have impacted many of Montserrat’s previously 
studied archaeological sites. As the remaining population relocates to the north to re-settle, 
this area’s landscape is undergoing massive and rapid transformations, placing countless 
archaeological sites and cultural landscape features at risk of damage or destruction. 
In 2009 a team of archaeologists from Brown University established the project Survey 
and Landscape Archaeology on Montserrat to locate and study the island’s archaeological 
resources in the non-exclusion zone, an area that has received limited previous archaeological 
attention. The project has a diachronic scope, and it combines pedestrian survey with test 
excavations, in order to evaluate changing land-use and settlement over the entirety of 
Montserrat’s inhabitation, as well as to assess the risks posed to archaeological sites by 
both volcanic activity and current reconstruction activities. Three fieldwork seasons in 2010-
11 located dozens of archaeological sites and landscape features, all but one previously 
unexamined archaeologically. This presentation discusses the initial findings from 2010 and 
2011, which already call attention to the need to examine archaeological evidence within local 
and long-term frameworks that differ from the emphasis on single sites and migrations that 
have dominated Caribbean archaeology.

Keywords: Montserrat, survey, landscape archaeology, risk management, Soufrière Hills 
volcano
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Resumen

Arqueología en riesgo, arqueología de riesgo: perspectiva diacrónica 
sobre uso de tierras, asentamiento, y actividad volcánica en Montserrat
Desde 1995, Montserrat ha sido afectada por las persistentes erupciones del volcán Soufrière Hills. 
Estas erupciones han desplazado a dos terceras partes de la población de Montserrat, destruido 
más de la mitad del paisaje en el sur de la isla, y afectado muchas de los yacimientos arqueológicos 
previamente estudiados en Montserrat. A medida que la población restante se traslada al norte, el 
paisaje del sur de la isla está sufriendo transformaciones masivas y rápidas que ponen en riesgo 
de daño o destrucción un sinnúmero de sitios arqueológicos y otros elementos significativos del 
paisaje cultural.
En el 2009 un equipo de arqueólogos de la Universidad de Brown estableció el proyecto Prospección 
Arqueológica y Arqueología de Paisaje en Montserrat (SLAM es su sigla en inglés) para localizar 
y estudiar los recursos arqueológicos  en la zona de no exclusión de la isla, un área que en el 
pasado ha recibido limitada atención arqueológica. El proyecto tiene un enfoque diacrónico, y 
combina prospección de superficie con excavaciones de prueba para evaluar tanto cambios en 
el uso de tierras y asentamiento en todo el territorio habitado de Montserrat, como también los 
riesgos a sitios arqueológicos que resultan de la actividad volcánica y de las actuales actividades 
de reconstrucción. Durante tres temporadas de campo en los años 2010-2011 localizamos docenas 
de yacimientos arqueológicos y elementos significativos del paisaje, sólo uno de los cuales había 
sido examinado previamente por arqueólogos. Este artículo discute los resultados iniciales de las 
temporadas 2010 y 2011 y resalta la necesidad de examinar la evidencia arqueológica en marcos 
tanto locales como de largo plazo en vez de concentrarse en yacimientos individuales y migraciones 
como se ha hecho tradicionalmente en la arqueología del Caribe. 

Resumé

Archéologie en danger, archéologie du danger : exploitation diachronique 
du territoire, habitat et activité volcanique à Montserrat.
Depuis 1995 Montserrat est affectée par l'activité du volcan de Soufrière Hills, dont les éruptions 
ont déjà déplacé les deux tiers de la population de l'île et détruit plus de la moitié du paysage dans 
sa partie méridionale. Les éruptions ont également eu un impact sur plusieurs sites archéologiques 
préalablement connus. Alors que la population restante se relocalise au nord de l'île, le paysage 
de cette région subit des transformations massives et rapides, menaçant son patrimoine 
archéologique et culturel. 
En 2009 une équipe d'archéologues de l'université de Brown a mis sur pied un projet de prospection 
(baptisé Survey and Landscape Archaeology on Montserrat) destiné à localiser et étudier le 
patrimoine archéologique dans la zone de non-exclusion, préalablement peu soumise à une 
investigation systématique. Les objectifs du projet s'inscrivent dans une perspective diachronique. 
En combinant prospections et fouilles exploratoires, les archéologues s'intéressent à l'évolution 
de l'exploitation des sols et de l'habitat sur l'ensemble de l'île. Ils cherchent parallèlement à 
appréhender les menaces, posées par l'activité volcanique et édilitaire, qui pèsent sur les sites 
archéologiques. Trois campagnes de terrain conduites entre 2010 et 2011 ont permis de localiser 
des dizaines de sites archéologiques et points caractéristiques du paysage. Tous ces sites, à 
l'exception d'un, ne furent jamais étudiés par les archéologues. La présente communication évoque 
ces premières découvertes qui, d'ores et déjà, appellent à un examen du patrimoine archéologique 
au sein d'un cadre local, s'établissant sur la longue durée. En cela, l'approche diffère de l'accent 
longtemps placé sur les sites individuels et les migrations, autant de thèmes qui ont longtemps 
dominé l'archéologie des Caraïbes.
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Introduction

Montserrat does not occupy a unique position in the Caribbean in 
terms of how vulnerable the island is to the effects of hurricanes, 
earthquakes, volcanic activity, and other natural disasters. All 
islands in the region are constantly faced with these threats to 
varying degrees, and most island residents are aware of the 
hazardous risks they pose to lives, industries, and environments. 
Montserrat, however, stands out as an exception, because of the 
degree of destruction this small (104 km2) island has experienced 
over the past two decades. Within the Lesser Antilles, Montserrat’s 
landscape is perhaps currently the most vivid illustration of 
the massive scale of upheaval that can be unleashed by the 
convergence of multiple natural disasters and subsequent social 
reorganization.  In 1989 Montserrat received a direct hit from 
Hurricane Hugo, which seriously damaged or destroyed over 90% 
of the island’s buildings  (Berke and Beatley 1997: 82-116).  On July 
18, 1995, shortly after islanders completed the hurricane recovery 
operations, the Soufrière Hills volcano began to erupt (Odbert et 
al. 2011).  For the past 18 years the volcano has been continuously 
active, fluctuating between infrequent major eruptions and dome 
collapses, intermediate episodes of laharic and pyroclastic flows in 
the valleys near the volcano, and prolonged periods of relative quiet 
punctuated regularly by inconvenient (but not severely destructive) 
ash-falls across the island. 

The severe volcanic events over the past 18 years have destroyed 
the most densely populated areas in Montserrat’s south, including 
the capital city of Plymouth, forcing 8,000 of the island’s population 
of 13,000 to leave the island permanently.  In an effort to relocate 
centers of settlement and infrastructure to areas deemed relatively 
safe from the direct effects of the volcano, entirely new villages, 
government headquarters, schools, and a capital at Little Bay are 
in the process of construction. All of these resettlement activities 
have shifted the population to the northern part of the island, an 
area that was only sparsely settled before 1995 (Figure 1).  

The direct and indirect impacts of the ongoing eruptions on the 
physical landscape, on re-settlement efforts, and, not least, on 
the survival of archaeological remains are both devastating and 
impressive in their speed and scale of change.  Prior to 1995 the 
majority of archaeological research focused on sites in the south, 
where most of the island’s modern and historic-period populations 
were concentrated. Following the start of the volcanic activity the 
southern half of the island was rendered inaccessible and declared 
an exclusion zone (see Figure 1). Countless archaeological sites and 
landscape features in the south have been obliterated or rendered 
inaccessible by the volcanic eruptions. In 2010 we formed the 
Survey and Landscape Archaeology on Montserrat project (SLAM) 
as a direct response to the situation facing these archaeological 
resources. In what follows, we review the archaeological history of 
Montserrat, discuss the scope of our project, summarize finds from 
the initial three fieldwork seasons in 2010 and 2011, and identify 
future research plans.  

Montserrat’s History and Archaeology 

Montserrat was first occupied during the Archaic period between 
4000 and 2500 BP (Cherry et al. 2012a). The material culture recovered 
by archaeologists working on Montserrat spans all periods and attests 
to the island’s long-standing and significant strategic position as a 
center of trade, settlement, production, and multicultural interaction. 

Compared to the nearby islands of St. Kitts, St. Eustatius, Nevis, and 
Guadaloupe (Versteeg et al. 1993; Wilson 2007; Reid 2009; Kelly 2002), 
archaeology on Montserrat has been relatively limited in its research 
focus, temporal reach, and geographic coverage.  Previous work 
has mainly involved excavation-based projects, with particular 
attention paid to individual sites of interest, such as the prehistoric 
Ceramic Age settlement and manufacturing center of Trants and the 
historic-period Galways Plantation complex. Both archaeological 
sites were located in the current exclusion zone: Trants on the 
central windward coast, and Galways on the slopes of Galways 
Mountain (see Figure 1). 
Trants, where sporadic excavations took place primarily under the 
supervision of David Watters from the late 1970s to early 1990s, is 
the most important prehistoric site on Montserrat. Since it produced 

Figure 1. 
Topographic map of Montserrat showing the current exclusion zone boundary, 

the destroyed archaeological sites of Trants and Galways, and the location of 
sites identified by the SLAM project in 2010  (Source: SLAM Project).
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early Ceramic Age material and C-14 dates as old as ca. 800-400 BCE 
(Watters and Petersen1999a), it is regularly cited in the literature 
on eastern Caribbean prehistory and the colonization of the Lesser 
Antilles (e.g. Reid 2009; Wilson 2007: 70-74). Numerous specialists 
have examined the Trants materials; the resulting studies include 
detailed and nuanced accounts of Ceramic Age flaked-stone 
industries (Bartone and Crock 1991; Crock and Bartone 1998), 
basketry (Petersen et al. 1999), archaeozoology (Reitz 1994; Duke 
and Reitz 1995; Reis and Steadman 1999), and paleoethnobotany 
(Newsom and Wing 2004: 94-98). These and other analyses have 
resulted in a substantial body of literature from Trants that, as a 
whole, is among the most comprehensive accounts of Ceramic 
Age settlement conditions, resource procurement networks, and 
production technologies in the Lesser Antilles. It is fortunate 
that the Trants studies were completed during or shortly after 
the excavation periods, given that the site was totally buried by 
the massive pyroclastic flow that swept across it on February 11, 
2010 (Figure 2). (For a more detailed discussion of Montserrat’s 
prehistory, see Leppard et al. 2013.)

In addition to prehistoric Ceramic Age sites, several historic-
period sites and communities on Montserrat have been examined 
archaeologically, the most significant being the multi-disciplinary 
exploration (1981–95) of the Galways Plantation estate in the south 
of the island.  Founded in the 1660s by David Galway, the plantation 
was first worked by Irish indentured servants and then enslaved 
Africans. The standing ruins, cleared and partially excavated by 
Lydia Pulsipher and Conrad Mac Goodwin, appear to date to later 
than 1750. These ruins, spread over a 2.5-acre site, represent 
the central industrial complex of the plantation and include a 
sugar-boiling house, a cattle mill, a windmill, a stair-stepped 
system of cisterns, several massive walls of reservoirs or cattle 
pens, a domestic structure that is probably the Great House, two 
burial grounds, and several other remains of uncertain function. 
As detailed by a substantial series of reports and publications, 
the focus of the Galways Plantation studies included extensive 

architectural, ecological, economic, and oral historical research, 
in addition to excavated archaeological evidence (Goodwin 1982; 
1987; Pulsipher 1982; 1986; 1990; 1991; 1992; 2001; Pulsipher and 
Goodwin 1982; 1999; 2001; Howson 1995).  Unfortunately, Galways 
also fell victim to the eruptions and was entirely destroyed in the 
initial years of volcanic activity.

One other historic site has been the focus of more recent attention: 
the Little Bay estate, affiliated with the planter William Carr and 
located at the heart of the island’s new capital town at Little 
Bay. Montserrat was first settled by Europeans in 1632, and Carr 
established one of the island’s first plantations at Little Bay ca. 
1639 to produce cotton and indigo (he converted to sugar by 
1660, necessitating modifications to existing structures and the 
erection of new buildings). The site is thus of special interest for 
Caribbean plantation archaeology, since it can provide data on this 
earliest period of colonization, as well as on the way agricultural 
and industrial practices changed over time. Periods of survey and 
excavation have taken place (2005–7, 2010-13) under the primary 
direction of Mary C. Beaudry, Jessica Striebel MacLean, and Lydia 
M. Pulsipher (Beaudry and Pulsipher 2007; Beaudry et al. 2007). 
The central area of the complex is under development as a national 
heritage site within the framework of the Little Bay Redevelopment 
Plan. The core industrial and residential area of the site is owned 
and protected by the Montserrat National Trust and is adjacent to 
the new National Museum (which opened in March 2012). 

The plantation remains at Little Bay and Galways can be set in 
the context of the results of a rapid visual assessment of 50 such 
sites throughout the island, undertaken in 1995 by David Miles 
and Julian Munby (Oxford Archaeological Unit). This study, which 
produced the most complete map and report that exist for these 
sites (Miles and Munby 2006), took place just before the July 1995 
and later eruptions, which have buried or destroyed a considerable 
number of them. Watters and Norton (2007) subsequently provided 
photographic documentation of volcanic damage, and discussed 

Figure 2. 
Pyroclastic flow from the February 2010 
volcanic eruptions extended the coastline 
near Trants by at least 400 meters, 
completely burying the Trants prehistoric 
site, and all but the smokestack of the 
Trants Estate historic-period plantation 
(visible in foreground) (Source: SLAM 
Project, June 2011). 
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different categories of site loss (destroyed/buried/inaccessible). 
The loss of archaeological resources in Montserrat’s exclusion zone 
is difficult to quantify, in the absence of prior systematic surveys. 
As of June 2010, less than one-third of the 50 historic-period site 
locations mapped by Watters and Norton remained accessible 
(Ryzewski and Cherry 2010).  It appears that all of the previously 
known prehistoric sites in the island’s south have been destroyed 
(see Cherry et al. 2012b). 

On several Caribbean islands, including St. Vincent (Bradford 
2001; Callaghan 2007), Nevis (Wilson 1989), Grand Inagua island 
(Keegan et al. 2008), Martinique (Bérard 2004), Saint Martin 
(Bonnissent 2010), Guadeloupe (Grouard 2001), and Puerto 
Rico (Curet 1992), research focused on multiple sites in regional 
contexts has successfully identified broad contrasts and changes 
in relations between Caribbean settlement patterns, communities, 
and resource availability. The nature and pace of such changes 
on Montserrat have not yet been explored on a regional basis. 
Additional shortcomings exist in our ability to identify and 
understand the roles that less visible populations (Early and 
Late Ceramic, or non-European) played in shaping community 
identities, or how these processes might be reflected in more 
subtle changes in material culture, diet, labor, and architecture. 
As the SLAM project gathers information on previously unexamined 
parts of Montserrat’s landscape and history, the specific nature 
of settlement patterns, communities, and resource availability on 
Montserrat is starting to take shape.  

Examining Risk Archaeologically

In 2010 many of the archaeological resources that the SLAM project 
located were identified as threatened by potential impact from 
natural or cultural factors. Threats to site integrity or preservation 
appear in many guises on Montserrat and range from Caribbean-
wide concerns of climate change, sea-level fluctuation, increasing 

development, tourist activities, hurricanes, and earthquakes, 
to the island’s unique setting among ongoing volcanic activity. 
SLAM identifies the potential impacts to archaeological resources 
from these threats as sources of risk, whether anthropogenically 
or naturally induced. Recognizing that risk is difficult to quantify, 
we have considered a variety of factors in assessing how it might 
relate to the integrity and survival of each site in the long term.  
Our assessments took into consideration each site’s landscape 
setting, human activity, environmental stability, and proximity to 
areas prone to disturbance by natural disaster (e.g., shorelines, 
proximity to volcanic activity). Sites were then evaluated in a 
comparative framework, and those recognized to be at the highest 
risk of impact from natural and social stresses were prioritized for 
further archaeological research. These risk determinations are also 
intended to provide rough guidance to the Montserrat National 
Trust and other planning bodies on Montserrat for prioritizing 
preservation and research initiatives, and for mitigating damage to 
the extent possible.  

The results of our risk assessments clearly illustrate the vulnerable 
status of many of Montserrat’s significant (and as yet largely 
unexamined) archaeological resources.  For example, of the 24 
sites the project had assessed by 2011, 3 were identified to be in 
urgent need of attention (due to imminent threat of destruction); 
8 were placed at high risk of impact; 10 at moderate risk; 3 at low 
risk (Figure 3; Ryzewski and Cherry 2010). Indeed, two locations, 
the prehistoric sites at Little Bay and Trants, were both completely 
destroyed between our first visit in January 2010 and our field 
season in summer 2010.  This situation underscores the necessity 
and timeliness of a thorough, multi-period archaeological survey 
on Montserrat.  

While part of our remit involves assessing risk of destruction or 
disturbance to those archaeological remains that survive today, the 
threat of catastrophic damage caused by natural disaster or social 
upheaval is not a recent phenomenon on Montserrat. Over the 

Figure 3. 
The Old Road Bay Plantation’s 
warehouse (17th-19th century), later 
refashioned as the clubhouse for 
the Montserrat National golf course, 
is becoming buried by repeated 
pyroclastic flows in the adjacent 
Belham River Valley. This is one 
example of a previously unstudied 
but significant archaeological site 
that is at high risk of destruction 
by volcanic activity (Source: SLAM 
Project, June 2010).
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past four millennia, communities on Montserrat have experienced 
broad social transitions from hunter-forager societies, to sedentary 
horticultural communities, to participants in global industrialized 
agricultural economies. All of these transitions have taken place 
under the shadow of an active volcano and other known risks. 
Geological evidence indicates that the Soufrière Hills volcano has 
been active intermittently over the last 4,000 years, including 
during the Early Ceramic and early historic periods (Roobol and 
Smith 1998).  Given that archaeological remains demonstrate 
that Montserrat has been more or less continuously inhabited for 
several thousand years, it appears that the ever-present threat 
of volcanic catastrophe was not a major deterrent to settlement, 
land use, and, eventually, industrial development on the island 
(Petersen et al. 1995:45; contra Callaghan 2010).  

The situation on Montserrat offers opportunities both to examine 
sites at risk, and to assess archaeological evidence of risk as a 
process of awareness, management and response over the long 
term, using a combination of archaeological, geological, historical, 
and ethnographic sources. Montserrat has, at various points in its 
history, been forcefully transformed by natural disasters and by 
external social groups; these transitions are visible in stylistically-
distinct material culture, architectural remains of certain periods 
(e.g., Early Ceramic, Historic), and changes in resource availability. 
Archaeological data collected during the 2010 and 2011 seasons 
of the SLAM project are beginning to suggest that stress-induced 
transformations were not necessarily swift or wholly disruptive to 
prior social and environmental situations, nor necessarily the only 
important factors to shape Montserrat’s insular dynamics over the 
course of its human occupation. In the Caribbean generally, and on 
Montserrat specifically, insufficient attention has been paid to how 
and why aspects of pre-existing societies and ecological systems have 
successfully survived severe environmental stress or social upheavals 
(Rosen 2007; Grattan and Torrence 2007; Cooper and Sheets 2011).  

Although our initial research suggests that certain practices in material 
culture production, settlement, subsistence, and risk management 

may have continued across the cultural and temporal boundaries 
set by migration-based histories, little can be said at this point 
about the role that strategies for environmental sustainability and 
cultural resilience in post-disaster or post-migration periods played in 
Montserrat’s communities, both over the long term and at particular 
periods in its history.  The main obstacle to identifying these 
strategies is that a comprehensive understanding of Montserrat’s 
archaeology and long-term history does not yet exist. This is due, 
in large part, to the fact that archaeological survey had not, until 
recently, been conducted on a systematic and diachronic basis. 

The SLAM Project 2010-2011

Project Orientation
The lack of a comprehensive understanding of Montserrat’s past 
is one reason why we designed SLAM with a diachronic research 
focus. Operating with such a broad temporal scope has allowed us 
to involve archaeologists with a range of temporal and technical 
specialties within a single research agenda. With the exception 
of the ongoing excavations of the Carr Estate plantation complex 
in Little Bay, minimal archaeological research had occurred in 
the northern part of the island (i.e., the current non-exclusion 
zone).  In this area, scattered standing ruins and landscape 
modifications (e.g., terracing) are sometimes visible, but most 
such remains are unknown to and therefore unprotected by 
contemporary Montserratians. As the push to relocate the 
population and its infrastructure to the north continues in earnest, 
these archaeological landscapes stand at risk of disturbance by 
construction activities, as well as by other natural threats, such as 
hurricanes and erosion (Figure 4).
The SLAM project’s remit is twofold. As previously stated, one of 
our main objectives has been to create a thorough inventory of 
both known and hitherto unreported archaeological sites and 
features within and on the edges of the non-exclusion zone. It is 
a shared resource beneficial to many stakeholders on Montserrat: 
preservation professionals at the Montserrat National Trust; 

Figure 4. 
A view from Carr’s Bay of the large-
scale landscape transformations in 
Little Bay. The Montserrat Cultural 
Centre (right) is the only new building 
completed in the relocated capital 
city. The location of the Carr Estate 
heritage site is circled Source: SLAM 
Project, January 2010).  
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geographic information scientists at the Montserrat GIS Centre; 
development planners at the Montserrat Survey and Landscape 
Office and Planning Departments; and educators working with the 
Ministries of Culture and Education.  

Our archaeological research interests also extend to questions 
about how past populations dealt with many of the same pressures 
facing those of today.  The focus of this longer-term work is on the 
interplay between cultural and environmental interactions, as they 
occurred within a unique climate of risk over the course of the 
island’s ca. 4,000-year human history. In doing so, we employ what 
Kent Lightfoot (1995) has called an “integrated temporal approach” 
to consider the re-use and sustainability of particular resources 
and types of material culture, both in the face of changing social 
dynamics (as different populations arrived on the island) and of 
continued risk of impact from natural disasters.  

On Montserrat, such an approach is badly needed to establish a 
picture of the island’s archaeological past.  Because archaeological 
research on Montserrat has concentrated largely on Early Ceramic 
(ca. 500 BC – AD 600) and historic-period (post- AD 1632) sites, little 
information exists to document other cultures and communities that 
have inhabited Montserrat and interacted with the island’s resources 
throughout much of its history. These communities include Archaic 
peoples, both Early and Late Ceramic groups, early historic-period Irish 
settlers, non-elite and creole historic-period populations, settlements 
of enslaved Africans, and the more recent diasporic population. 
 
Methods
The SLAM project conducted a week-long pilot season in January 
2010, followed by two six-week field seasons in the summers of 2010 
and 2011 (Ryzewski et al. 2010a; 2010b; Ryzewski and Cherry 2010; 
Cherry et al. 2012b; subsequent research has taken place in 2012 and 

2013). The first stage of our research has involved extensive survey, 
targeted test excavations, intensive material culture research, and 
site mapping; subsequent stages over the next several years will 
involve more extensive mapping and larger-scale excavations on 
multi-component sites, with inter-island comparisons based on 
the findings to date.  

Pedestrian landscape survey was the primary means of data 
acquisition in 2010 and 2011. The pedestrian survey methods 
we employ on Montserrat are quite distinct from the standard 
fieldwalking survey techniques typically used in the Mediterranean, 
Mesoamerica, and other regions with open arable landscapes (see 
Alcock and Cherry 2004). Given the dense vegetation and steep 
terrain of Montserrat, we use a customized, systematic approach 
involving extensive tract surveys, which are designed to cover 
specific small regions within the space of one day.  This approach 
permits data acquisition on landscape features between larger sites 
or settlements. Such data are especially critical for understanding 
the effects that landscape modification and manipulation has had 
on land-use, resource management, and risk-awareness strategies 
over time (Figure 5).  

During each extensive tract survey information is collected on 
all manner of archaeological remains, including standing ruins, 
surface artifact scatters, terracing, and irrigation channels. At 
each location, SLAM records geo-referenced site locations, maps 
landscape or architectural features (both by hand and using 
differential GPS), photo-documents the area, conducts a risk 
assessment, and collects surface materials for further analysis. 
Surface artifact scatter is documented in situ and then collected 
(100% in most cases) in order to determine the areal extent, temporal 
occupation, activity areas, and function of each site. All results are 
compiled in an Access database and analyzed using ArcGIS 10.  

Figure 5. 
Members of the SLAM project survey team locate 

and map terracing, irrigation channels, and other 
landscape features in the higher elevations of the 

Silver Hills in the island’s north.
(Source: SLAM Project, June 2011). 
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On Montserrat this survey approach has proven to be effective in 
our efforts to identify, collect, and interpret data about settlement 
patterns, land-use, material culture, and assemblage variability at 
both prehistoric and historic-period sites. 

As our research framework and knowledge of the island’s 
archaeology have grown, we have incorporated shovel-testing and 
targeted excavation into our multi-method research design. These 
techniques were employed at three sites where evidence of multi-
period land-use existed: a historic and prehistoric site at Rocklands; 
Early Ceramic and historic-period finds at Glendon Hospital; and 
Late Ceramic (likely Troumassoid) and early historic-period midden 
and architectural features at Valentine Ghaut.  While each of these 
three sites are at risk of disturbance by redevelopment construction 
and/or erosion, they are also important sources of information 
about poorly understood periods in Montserrat’s history. 
Finally, during the 2011 field season, through a formal data-sharing 
agreement with the Montserrat Volcano Observatory, the project 
gained access to 2010 LiDAR imagery covering a broad swath across 
the center of the island. Following established methods of analysis 
(e.g., Harmon et al. 2006), we plan to use these data to identify 
visible cultural features in the “bare earth” imagery for the interior 
Centre Hills area, where thick tropical forest renders our normal 
survey methods impractical.  We will target places and areas of 
interest for follow-up ground-truthing survey inspection, and the 
results will be integrated with GIS renderings of land-use patterns 
in future field seasons.

Finds
Given the known preference for coastal settlement on a number 
of other islands in the Lesser Antilles (Keegan 1994; 2000; 2004), 
our initial strategy in 2010 involved the systematic exploration of 
every ghaut (watercourse) and their surrounding coastal areas. 
We examined 15 ghauts in 2010, and over the course of six weeks, 
located and documented 25 multi-component sites and 115 isolated 
(or discrete) archaeological features within a relatively small portion 
of the non-exclusion zone.  These findings included 3 large prehistoric 
sites and 13 smaller artifact scatters, plus 15 sites and 79 features of 
the historic era. In several cases site locations were multi-temporal, 
with finds spanning the prehistoric and historic periods.  

In 2011 we returned to the northernmost part of the island, to the 
region extending north of Carr’s Bay, with the objective of surveying 
the entirety of the landscape. We completed our objective over the 
course of five weeks, and also revisited three sites first located in 
2010 (Valentine Ghaut, Old Quaw, and Indian Creek [the last-named 
not to be confused with the Indian Creek site on nearby Antigua]), 
in order to conduct more extensive data collection and mapping.  
By the end of the 2011 field season, the SLAM project had located 
and recorded a total of 33 sites and 210 discrete landscape features 
(Cherry et al. 2012b). 
The earliest materials recovered during 2010 and 2011 were an 
abundant prehistoric flaked-stone assemblage at Rocklands above 

Bunkum Bay, and small quantities of diagnostic Early Ceramic-period 
ceramics at Woodland’s Bay and, surprisingly, at the inland location 
of the Glendon Hospital.  We completed three 1x1 m excavation units 
at Glendon Hospital in 2011 in advance of planned construction 
activities at the site. The excavation yielded over 800 sherds of Early 
Ceramic-period ceramics and lithics, which we studied using the 
extensive Early Ceramic collections of the Montserrat National Trust 
as a comparative resource. In addition to these Early Ceramic finds, 
an impressive quantity of Late Ceramic-period pottery was recovered 
from several locations, including the Valentine Ghaut site, where we 
also conducted an excavation of two eroding household midden pits, 
one of which (Midden 1) is very precisely dated by the average of four 
calibrated C-14 samples on charcoal to 1020 AD (Figure 6; Ryzewski 
et al. 2010b). In addition, historic-period materials from the 17th-
19th century were collected from a wide variety of sites, ranging from 
standing ruins of plantation complexes to areas at some distance 
from centers of sugar- and cotton-production activities.  

Outreach
From the outset, we have conceived of SLAM very much as a 
community archaeology project (Ryzewski and Cherry 2012), and 
our team has been dedicated to collaborating with local residents 
in discovering, interpreting, and presenting information about the 
long-term history of their island.  In 2010 we began this process 
by inviting local volunteers to join our survey hikes, by offering 
public lectures to community and government organizations, and 
by holding demonstrations at the secondary school on the island.  
The success of these initial efforts encouraged us to incorporate 
into our project scope a more structured and frequent program 
during the 2011 season.  This involved developing a two-session 
lesson called “Think like an Archaeologist”, which was designed 
to introduce Grade 6 (11-year-old) students to archaeological 
methods, ethics, and Montserrat’s archaeological resources; we 
taught these lessons at all four of the island’s primary schools.  
The results were altogether positive and we have been invited 
to collaborate with schoolteachers in upcoming field seasons to 
develop an archaeological teaching plan that they can replicate in 
the classroom when we are not present on the island.  

We have also worked closely with the Montserrat National Trust to 
develop a collections management database and policy (Ryzewski 
and Bocancea 2011). This is an especially relevant issue for our work, 
since the materials we collect during our research will be curated 
in perpetuity by the Trust.  In this process, we have encountered 
a major issue that faces the preservation of archaeological sites 
and collections across the Caribbean. As discussed by Keegan and 
Phulgence (2011), many Caribbean islands, including Montserrat, 
lack protective cultural heritage legislation, trained archaeologists 
on-island, or agencies capable of responding to the threats that 
affect archaeological and cultural heritage (also see Sanz et al. 
2005).  We hope that our outreach activities will contribute to 
fostering increased archaeological stewardship at the local level.
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Summary and Future Directions

In short, this project has as its twin aims: (1) the inventorying of 
archaeological landscapes and sites, many of them under threat, 
as a heritage planning initiative and baseline for continuing 
future archaeological research; and (2) collecting and evaluating 
archaeological evidence for settlement strategies, cultural 
traditions, and environmental management.  With its focus on local 
data viewed within long-term frameworks, our project differs from 
prevailing research strategies in Caribbean archaeology.

The work of the SLAM project is, at once, dealing with archaeological 
remains that are at risk, and working with a research agenda that 
involves archaeological evidence of risk awareness, and how 
communities in the past coped with the natural and social impacts 
of these threats.  The growing body of anthropological literature 
on disaster planning, response, and recovery offers valuable 
intersections for examining the situation on Montserrat within a 
broader global and temporal context (Tumarkin 2005; Grattan and 

Torrence 2007; Jones and Murphy 2009; Argenti and Schramm 2010).  
As our research continues to develop, we plan to examine the long-
term process of risk management in greater detail. In particular we 
will consider how the evidence of social-environmental interactions 
might relate to the awareness of particular natural and social risks, 
and how these, in turn, are reflected in the remains of settlement 
and social organization, subsistence practices, and landscape 
management (Ryzewski and Cherry 2011; Hofman and Hoogland 
2011; Cooper 2011).  By embracing theories of the longer term and a 
more comprehensive approach to archaeological survey methods, 
we hope to emphasize persistence as well as change, along the way 
giving a voice to elements of past Montserratian populations that 
have been elided in previous accounts of the island’s prehistory and 
history. Although broader inter-island relationships will certainly 
be considered throughout our research, we suggest, at this stage, 
that it is a priority to first gain an island-wide perspective on these 
interactions before embarking on more detailed comparisons with 
other Caribbean islands. 

Figure 6. 
Excavation of Midden 2 at the 

Valentine Ghaut site in 2011 
(Source: SLAM Project).
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