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IMPRESSIONS OF ABORIGINAL TECHNOLOGY: THE CARIBBEAN CANOE' 

"Item 1 - I order that my executors purchase a large stone, the best that they 
can find, and place it upon my grave, and that they write round the edge of it these 
words: "Here lies the honourable Chevalier Diego Méndez, who rendered great 
services to the royal crown of Spain; in the discovery and conquest of the Indies; in 
company with the discoverer of them, the Admiral Don Christopher Columbus, of 
glorious memory, and afterwards rendered other great services by himself, with his 
own ships, and at his own cost. He died ... He asks of your charity a Paternoster 
and an Ave Maria." 

Item 2 - In the middle of said stone let there be the representation of a 
canoe, which is a hollowed tree, such as the Indians use for navigation; for in such 
a vessel did I cross three hundred leagues of sea; and let them engrave above it 
this word: CANOA." 

(From the will of Diego Méndez, drawn on June 19th, 1536). 

INTRODUCTION 

Aboriginal canoes appear to have impressed Europeans and Caribbean 
natives alike. Columbus (1989) mentions native canoes more than 30 times in his 
Diario, and natives seem to have accorded an equally important place to canoes. 
This is apparent in Henri Petit-Jean-Roget's (1989: 58-65) discussion and analysis of 
island-Carib myths as well as in Stevens-Arroyo's (1988: 107-0) recent examination 
of Taino (island-Arawak) mythology. 

In this presentation, primary attention will be given to early European 
impressions of aboriginal Caribbean vessels. The earliest impressions (Columbus, 
1492-93) will be contrasted with the more detailed accounts provided by French 
missionaries in the seventeenth century (DuTertre and Rochefort) as well as later 
observers such as Labat (1722) and Atwood (1791). Among issues to be considered 
are: 1) ways in which island-Arawaks and island-Caribs manipulated their paddles; 
2) replacement of paddle power by sail power; 3) European influences on the 
production of canoes; and 4) an examination of differences between island-Arawak 
and island-Carib vessels. 

ABORIGINAL SEAMANSHIP 

As Waiters and Rouse (1989: 130) note in their recent paper "Environmental 
Diversity and Maritime Adaptations in the Caribbean Area," Caribbeanists have long 
been interested in patterns of migration, but - with the notable exceptions of 
McKusick (1960) and Nicholson (1976) - have paid scant attention to the skills 
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needed to carry them out. Loven (1935: 2), for example, begins his discussion of 
the origins of Tainan culture by stating the "distance to cover to reach Jamaica from 
Cuba or Espaniola is so great that it may be questioned if it was possible for a 
primitive people to do so." Several paragraphs later, Loven concedes that "it is, 
however, a matter of fact that the Island Arawaks have practically penetrated into all 
the West Indian islands."1 A major problem to Loven, as for later researchers, is 
how this particular state of affairs came to be? 

Adolfo de Hostos takes a very different viewpoint. He assumes that Caribbean 
peoples and technologies could not allow for migration excepting as prevailing 
winds, currents, and other features of the natural environment would permit. De 
Hostos contends that "movements on the surface of the earth were exact 
reproductions - as to causation and biological procedure - of similar episodes in the 
life of lower animals.... We must scientifically conceive of primitive man as behaving 
like a bit of flotsam borne on the surface of mighty rivers or on the course of ocean 
currents to unknown shores: (de Hostos, 1941: 32). 

The truth of the matter lies somewhere between the positions of technological 
determinism and environmental determinism. Caribbean maritime technology was 
good, but like all technologies, had its limitations as well. 

According to the European chroniclers, both island-Arawak and island-Carlb 
were skilled canoe builders and extremely competent navigators. They were able to 
reckon time by the position of the heavenly bodies (Ferdinand Columbus, 1824) and 
discovered ingenious ways of predicting the weather, direction and strength of the 
winds, condition of the sea, and so on (see Ballet, 1875). Nicholson (1976: 102) 
suggests that pre-Columbian seafarers of the West Indies were able to voyage at 
will among the islands, and were seldom at the mercy of the winds and currents. He 
points out that they were well able to negotiate the difficult Anegada Passage. 
Nicholson, himself an able seaman, may have purposely overstated his case to 
dispel earlier prejudices as evidenced in de Hostos (1941). His position anticipates 
the balanced perspective of Watters and Rouse (1989) which takes both landward 
and seaward orientations into account. 

Chroniclers' accounts indicate that canoe-building techniques among the 
island-Arawak and island-Carib were very much the same. The Frenchmen Du 
Tertre, Charlevoix, and Rochefort provide considerable detail concerning the 
construction of Carib canoes. By far the fullest account is provided by Du Tertre 
(see McKusick, 1960: 63). 

The standard procedure used by the aborigines to construct their canoes is 
as follows: A tree was felled by kindling a fire around its base and using wet moss 
to prevent the fire from spreading. To cut, scrape, and break away the charred 
wood, they used stone axes fitted to hardwood handles and secured with twine. 
With repeated kindling and dowsing of the fire, and persistent chipping away of 
weakened and damaged wood fibre, the tree would eventually topple. 

Fire was also used in shaping the vessel itself. Alternate burning and 
scraping enabled them to preserve the critical thickness of the hull (Roberts and 
Shackleton, 1983: 16). With their limited tool kits, Du Tertre reports that they often 
spent entire years making one boat. Available tools varied from island to island. 
Coral reef islands, for example, had no igneous rock and so their inhabitants were 
forced to trade for "green stone" from the Guianas. Archaeological research in 
Barbados indicates extensive use of cutting tools made of conch shells. Aborigines 
may also have used shaped coral pieces and shark skin in lieu of sandpaper 
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(Roberts and Shackleton, 1983: 16). 
To manufacture a canoe, prepared logs were soaked and after a time 

inverted over a long fire. By steaming action, it was easier to widen out the sides 
which were then forced apart with hardwood stakes (Nicholson, 1976: 101-102). 
Triangular pieces were fitted into the ends to close the hull. (Early descriptions state 
that Caribbean canoes looked like bathtubs - see Figure 1). Bow and stern pieces 
were lashed with cordage made from mahout (Hibiscus tiliaceus) through drilled 
holes. This is not an easy task. Technical problems in lashing canoes are discussed 
in J.F. Coates "Some structural models for sewn boats" (Coates, 1985: 9-18). It is 
postulated that seams were caulked with pitch. 

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ARAWAK AND CARIB CANOES 

Roberts and Shackleton (1983: 16) suggest that because the Arawaks were 
settled on larger islands, they spent relatively little time on the sea. Thus, canoe 
technology was not as important or as well developed among them as among the 
Carib who were based on smaller islands and relied more heavily on fishing. It could 
be argued that the distinction is not so much an ethic one - between island-Arawak 
and island-Carib - as a distinction between maritime and terrestrial adaptations. 
Coastal peoples possess similar adaptations and technologies throughout the 
Caribbean - at least when contrasted to inland peoples. 

Both island-Arawaks and island-Caribs seem to have possessed large canoes 
of similar design. Sailing in the Greater Antilles, Columbus was greatly impressed 
with the size and speed of aboriginal vessels. In Cuba, he sighted an Arawak canoe 
as large as a Spanish fusta, and on his second voyage he claimed to have seen a 
canoe in Jamaica that was over 95 feet long which he asserted had been made out 
of a single log. A problem is that a 96 foot canoe that was 8 feet wide amidship 
could not have been made out of a single tree, and Loven (1935: 417, 419) 
contends that the island-Arawak did not know how to build the sides up with planks 
(a necessity of a canoe of that length). I contend, (following McKusick, 1960: 7) that 
both island-Arawaks and island-Caribs built plank canoes and that the only 
significant difference between Carib and Arawak canoes is that "the latter may 
occasionally have reached greater size". 

APPRAISING CARIBBEAN CANOE TECHNOLOGY 

Among the first things of interest to the early Spanish explorers was the way 
in which Caribbean natives manipulated their canoe paddles. Oarsmanship was very 
much a concern of the time; for example, de Baif's Annotations in LU de captivis et 
postüminio reversis, in quibis tractatur dere navali (1536), the first book on naval 
archaeology, devotes nearly a quarter of its pages to how the oars of a Roman 
galley might have operated (Basch, 1972: 3-4). Chroniclers were also impressed that 
Indian paddlers - unlike Europeans - faced forward. Lacking a word for "paddle" 
chroniclers described them as "broad boards, such as bakers use for oven shovels" 
(Roberts and Shackleton, 1983: 16). (See Figure 2). 

Loven (1935: 416) claims that the speed of the aboriginal canoe could not be 
attributed to its design, but to the larger number of rowers furnishing motive power. 
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Canoes carries many oarsmen and Columbus had reported a canoe with 70-80 
oarsmen (Navarrete, 1874: 335). Other reports suggest that canoes holding 40-50 
oarsmen were not uncommon. 

While Loven has very few favorable remarks concerning the design of 
canoes, he does comment favorably on the construction of paddles by pins to the 
sides of canoes (like European oars), but were dipped into the water and pulled 
backwards as if digging (Las Casas, 1951: 206). Paddlers worked in shifts, perhaps 
35 at a time, while other men squatted on the floor of the boat. Labat noted that 
paddlers occupied less space than oars and oarsmen in the European manner, and 
made it possible for a canoe to carry twice as many people. Paddles were more 
flexible than oars and afforded considerable advantage when flowing with the current 
and even greater advantage when pushing against it. Aboriginal canoes were thus 
able to attain much greater speeds than any known European race boats of the 
time. 

THE PRESENCE OF SAILS? 

The next issue - and a most vital one for the concerns of this Congress - is 
whether or not pre-Columbian inhabitants of the Caribbean used sails on their 
canoes. Loven (1935: 414) is unambiguous in stating his opinion that "for a race 
that, as a matter of fact, had no sails, the length of their voyages is indeed 
astonishing." McKusick (1960: 5) also concludes that Caribbean aborigines adopted 
sails from the Europeans, and cites the case of the shipwrecked Frior Blasius who 
claimed to have introduced sails to the Carib of Dominica in 1605. The story of Frior 
Blasius, which appeared in Stoneman (1625), has the feel of legend. Indeed it is a 
story about a particular incident that does not speak to the broader issues. In short, 
I find Stoneman's account less convincing than does McKusick. 

Roberts and Shackleton (1983: 18) are less dogmatic, concluding that "while 
some sixteenth century accounts report native vessels with sails, there is insufficient 
evidence." After 1650, however, the evidence becomes conclusive. Virtually all later 
chroniclers mention the island-Carib as having sails (Du Tertre, 1667; Rochefort, 
1658; Labat, 1722).2 

I think it likely that the early Spanish chroniclers - who took such pains 
describing aboriginal paddles - would have made mention of sails prior to 1650: 
especially if the largest and most impressive canoes were so equipped. As a 
practical matter, it would seem that it would have been advantageous for island-
Arawak's to use sails if they did indeed possess them - rather then carry provisions 
for 60-80 paddlers. 

There are a number of other cultures in the ethnographic record where sails 
cannot be traces prior to Europeans; for example, the Micmacs of New England 
(Adney and Chapelle, 1964: 65-69). In the case of the Asiatic and Alasakan umiak, 
umiaks in the Eastern region were paddled, rowed, or sailed, while in the Western 
regions they were paddled only (ibid., pp. 182). Sails appear to have been aboriginal 
inventions in Oceania (Hadden and Harnell, 1936), but do not seem to have been 
known universally in the Baltic (Taylor, 1980). There are cases where groups were 
aware of sail technology, but used it seldom if at all (Lothrop, 1932; Heizer, 1941). 
Sailing canoes were in use off the coast of Yucatan and Central America in the pre-
Columbian period (Thompson, 1951) and may have sailed in the Caribbean as well. 
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As is suggested by Ahlbrinck's (1931) compilation, some contemporary Carib groups 
in the Guianas are aware of sails but prefer to use paddles. This is also true for 
contemporary Warrao groups studied by Wilbert (1977). 

Aside from the ethnographic record, which is inconclusive, there are maps 
and pictures produced in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which may shed 
light on the issue. The most widely dispersed representations are those published by 
Theodore de Bry in his "Great Voyages" (1614-1646). Unfortunately, these 
engravings reveal more of the biases of an age than native custom and 
technologies (Bûcher, 1981; Glazier, 1983). Illustrations often had little to do with the 
content of a book, en those who did the engravings (pictures) were largely ignorant 
of the text ant took great liberties with the "facts". To me, a better source of 
information may be representations of native canoes which appeared on maps of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. For example, Robert Dudley (1574-1649), 
who led an expedition to the Guianas in 1594, decorated his sea charts in Dell' 
Arcane de Mare (1648) with renderings of aboriginal vessels. In his "Chart of the 
coast of Guyana" - which includes much of the Caribbean - he is extremely 
conscientious in depicting Caribbean canoes without sails (see Figure 3). 

EUROPEAN INFLUENCES ON CANOE TECHNOLOGY 

A most significant impact of European expansion on canoe technology, with 
the possible exception of the introduction of sails, was the demise of large canoes in 
the Greater Antilles. McKusick notes that later chroniclers do not report large canoes 
and suggests that "political confederacies in the Greater Antilles were quickly 
smashed by Spanish conquest. As a result, the large canoes .... ceased to be built 
(McKusick, 1960: 7). An alternate explanation may be that with the advent of sails, 
larger canoes were no longer necessary. The island-Carib continued to make larger 
canoes throughout the eighteenth century (Atwood, 1791). 

Other modifications in canoe construction came with the introduction of iron 
axes and metal tools. As previously noted, this led to changes in hull design. The 
introduction of European tools also led shortened construction time. Du Tertre (1667) 
reports that by the seventeenth century, island-Caribs using metal tools no longer 
required an entire year to build a canoe. Also, the building of canoes no longer took 
as many men. This may have had considerable implications for aboriginal social 
organization and religion. Much religious ritual surrounded the building of canoes 
(personal communication, Jill Tattergall). 

Canoe materials also changed. Labat (1722) reports that by the mid-
eighteenth century most canoes were no longer made of mahogany but of cedar. 
Both woods were plentiful in the Caribbean, but inhabitants of some islands - like 
the Virgin Islanders - had to look elsewhere. In the case of the Virgin Islanders, they 
found suitable trees in Puerto Rico. Atwood (1791: 24) notes that by the end of the 
eighteenth century, the Caribs of Dominica were increasingly reliant on gum tree 
(gommier) for canoe manufacture. 

Of special interest is the continued use of twine in canoe construction 
throughout the seventeenth century (Roberts and Shackleton, 1983: 18). European 
nails were not adopted despite their obvious advantages (Coates, 1985). The 
question is: why sails but no nails? 
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1. According to Fewkes, aboriginal voyages "extended over 24 degrees of longitude, 
from Cape San Antonio, the extreme western end of Cuba, to South America. 
Martinique, which was a Carib island, is situated almost as far from the Florida Keys 
as Key West from Eastport, Maine, and the distance from the landfall of Columbus 
to the lesser Carib islands by sea, following the West Indies, is greater than the 
length of the whole Eastern coast of the United States. Yet these aboriginal 
navigators make this long voyage, touching at island after island, extending their 
excursions to places situated farther from their homes than the Florida Keys are 
from New York" (Fewkes, 1907: 207-208). 

2. Claude Levi-Strauss (1971: 4) arbitrarily distinguishes between "weak" and 
"strong" interactions. Weak interaction, he suggests, is associated with trade, 
intermarriage, and religious pilgrimages, while strong interaction, he contends, is 
associated with warfare and other more forcible activities. Weak interaction leads to 
local development. Strong interaction leads to rapid acculturation (see Rouse, 1986: 
11). The rapid introduction of sails into the Antilles occurred during a time of strong 
interaction between aborigines and Europeans. 
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