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Osteobiographical approaches use a range of data sources to generate detailed interpretations of isolated skeletons. 
Here, osteological, archaeological, oral historical, historical and isotopic sources contribute to the development of 
life narratives for two adult males of African and Amerindian ancestry. They were buried at Veeris Plantation, 
Curaçao, towards the end of the nineteenth century. During this period, the restrictive paga tera labor system was 
still widespread. Introduced in 1863 when slavery was abolished, this system required formerly enslaved people to 
continue working for free in order to pay for the land they lived on. It was accompanied by laws against idleness and 
vagrancy that accomplished similar ends in the public sector. 

The skeletons provide evidence of hardship throughout the life course, including childhood stress, hard labor during 
adolescence and interpersonal violence in adulthood. These studies have increased our understanding of the 
challenges faced by the Curaçaoan population during the post-emancipation period and have situated the effects of 
oppressive labor and legal systems in real bodies. As such they can play an important role in the deconstruction of 
colonial narratives dismissing the lasting effects of structural inequality. 
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El enfoque osteobiográfica utiliza una gama de fuentes de datos para generar interpretaciones detalladas de 
esqueletos individuales. Aquí, las fuentes osteológicas, arqueológicas, isótopas e históricas (escritos y orales) 
contribuyen al desarollar una biografía para dos hombres adultos de ascendencia africana  y africana/amerindiana. 
Fueron enterrados hacia fines del siglo 19 en la Plantación Veeris en Curaçao. Durante esa época el sistema 
restrictivo de trabajo ‘paga tera’, iniciado en 1863 con la abolición de la esclavitud, permanecía aún en forma muy 
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extendida. Obligaba a la gente anteriormente esclava a continuar su trabajo no retribuido para ‘pagar’ la tierra en 
donde vivían. Iba acompañado de leyes contra la vagancia y el vagabundeo, con fines semejantes en el sector público. 

Los esqueletos dan pruebas de una vida de sufrimiento y privación: el estrés durante la infancia, el trabajo duro en 
la adolescencia y la violencia entre adultos. Estos estudios han ampliado y profundizado nuestras conocimientos y 
entendimientos de las dificultades que enfrentaba el pueblo de Curaçao después de la emancipación, y han hallado 
los efectos de estos sistemas opresivos en el cuerpo humano. Como tales pueden jugar un papel  importante en la 
deconstrucción de las narrativas coloniales que minimizan los efectos durables de la desigualdad estructural. 

Palabras claves: Curaçao, Osteobiografía, Paga Tera, Escalvitud, Historia de lLa Vida 

La méthode ostéobiographique utilise plusieurs sources de données afin de créer une interprétation détaillée des 
squelettes isolés. Ici, les sources ostéologiques, archéologiques, isotopiques et historiques (écrites et orales) facilitent 
le développement d’une biographie pour deux hommes adultes, d’ascendance africaine et africaine/amérindienne. Ils 
furent enterrés a la Plantation Veeris, a Curaçao, vers la fin du 19ième siècle. A cette époque le système répressif de 
travail ‘paga tera’ persistait, encore très répandu. Introduit en 1863 avec l’abolition de l’esclavage, ce système 
imposait au peuple antérieurement esclave la continuation du travail obligatoire non-payé, pour ‘payer’ la terre ou 
ils habitaient. Des lois contre le désœuvrement et le vagabondage menaient aux fins pareilles pour le secteur public. 

Ces squelettes témoignent d’une vie pleine d’épreuves : l’enfance stressée, le travail acharné pendant l’adolescence 
et la violence entre adultes. Ces études ont approfondi nos connaissances et notre compréhension des épreuves 
auxquelles s’affrontait le peuple de Curaçao après l’émancipation, et ont trouvé les effets de ces systèmes oppressifs 
aux corps réels. En tant que telles, elles peuvent jouer un rôle important dans la déconstruction des récits coloniales 
qui minimisent les effets durables de l’inégalité structurale.  

Mots clés: Curaçao, Ostéobiographie, Paga Tera, L’esclavage, Histoire de Vie 

Post-Emancipation Curaçao 

In 1526 the Spanish occupied Curaçao, an island of 444 km² off the coast of Venezuela, 
and transported the Amerindian inhabitants to Hispaniola (Rupert 2012: 21, Haviser 2001, de Palm 
1985: 115). In 1634 the Dutch captured the island and it has been mostly Dutch ever since, 
administratively speaking (Rupert 2012: 3, 19, 40, 245, Haviser 2001). As the dry climate could 
not support a full plantation economy (based on cash crops such as sugar), Curaçao became an 
important trade center under the control of the West Indische Compagnie (WIC) (Rupert 2012: 3, 
41-42, Oostindie 2005: 12, de Palm 1985: 115-120). Enslaved people on the island labored on
subsistence plantations producing food, and also in domestic, craft and trade activities (Oostindie
2005: 12-13).

In 1863 the Dutch abolished slavery and approximately 7000 people became newly free in 
Curaçao (Allen 2014, Allen 2007a: 119). However, emancipation presented its own problems for 
the previously enslaved population. Land and employment shortages meant that many were forced 
to remain on their old plantation, working for their old master (Allen 2007a: 121, 132). In order to 
regulate this situation, a new system was introduced that allowed the elites to continue exploiting 
the work force. There were two aspects to this system: firstly, laws against idleness and vagrancy 
meant that those without employment could be forced to work for free, for example at road 
sweeping (Allen 2007a: 121-123); and secondly, a new labor scheme called paga tera ensured that 
those still living on plantation land worked for free for the landowner for a certain number of days 
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per week or per year, ostensibly in order to ‘pay’ for their homes (Allen 2007a: 132-141, Allen 
2007b).  

Rose Mary Allen (2007a), in her oral historical study Di Ki Manera?, has already 
demonstrated the importance of using alternative data sources such as oral history to foreground 
the experiences of people working under these conditions. The study of human remains can also 
provide important information on the lifeways of people who are not well represented in historical 
documentation. In this study, an osteobiographical approach is used to tell their story, 
incorporating data from both human remains and oral history. 

Theoretical Framework 

Research conducted in complex regions like the Caribbean requires a strong theoretical 
framework (Trouillot 1992). This project utilized the approach of Subaltern Studies, a branch of 
postcolonial theory developed in the 1980s to address historiography in India (see Spivak 1988). 
Since then it has been used all over the world to look at marginalized groups, including in 
archaeology, oral history and the history of slavery (see for example Sangster 2016 [2013], 
Gonzalez-Ruibal et al 2011, van Stipriaan 2007). The aim of Subaltern Studies is to rediscover the 
subaltern (marginalized individuals such as women, ethnic minorities, and enslaved people) 
through the analysis of multiple lines of evidence (Louai 2012, Lydon and Rizvi 2010, Chakrabarty 
2004). It has political aims and encourages researchers to examine their own biases and viewpoints 
(Meskell 2002). This is very important when western researchers and privileged individuals 
attempt to understand the lives of the marginalized: we must be careful to speak about the subaltern 
rather than for her (Schmidt 2014, Gonzalez-Ruibal et al 2011, Schmidt and Karega-Munene 
2010). 

Materials and Methods 

The osteobiographical approach uses multiple sources of information to construct a life 
narrative for an individual, which can sometimes provide information about wider society. It is 
extremely useful for the study of isolated skeletons, and allows us to engage with the past on an 
individual level (Stodder and Palkovich 2012). In this study osteological, historical, oral historical, 
archaeological, and isotopic evidence were employed. 

Osteological Analysis 

This analysis was carried out according to guidelines indicated by Brickley and McKinley 
(2004) and Mitchell and Brickley (2017) for the British Association for Biological Anthropology 
and Osteoarchaeology. Specific methods used for age assessment, sex assessment, ancestry 
assessment and stature calculation are mentioned in the results section below. 

The two individuals analysed here were excavated from Veeris Plantation, located to the 
northwest of Willemstad (Figure 1). This was an 1820s amalgamation of three other plantations 
that raised livestock (Curacao Monuments 2006, Huijers and Ezechiels 1992: 148). Artifacts found 
in association with the remains indicate that these burials probably took place in the late nineteenth 
century, during the post-emancipation period (Haviser 1986). It is likely that the two individuals 
discussed here were laborers on this plantation. 
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Isotopic Analysis 

Analyses of strontium (87Sr/86Sr) and carbon (δ13C ) isotope compositions of dental enamel 
were conducted to gain insight into the childhood origins and dietary profiles of the two 
individuals. Processing and analyses were conducted at the Faculty of Science, Free University 
Amsterdam using standard procedures for the isotopic measurement of archaeological dental 
samples (Laffoon et al 2013, Laffoon et al 2012).  

Oral History Interviews 

Semi-structured oral history interviews were conducted with eleven individuals in Curaçao 
as part of a wider study focussing on the lifeways of enslaved people in the Dutch Caribbean. 
Ethical clearance was given by the University of Kent and all interviewees were volunteers 
recruited through the snowballing method (see Trotter II 2012, Cohen et al 2000: 144). For ethical 
reasons, it is not possible to publish direct quotes from interviewees in this context. However, 
researchers can request anonymized interview transcripts from the authors. 

The interviewees in this study could speak from personal experience about the post-
emancipation period, often in general terms but also specifically referring to Plantation Knip (also 
known as Kenepa) in the western part of the island. This plantation was the last to abandon the 
paga tera system in the mid-1970s. 

Skeleton 182 Results 

Skeleton 182: Osteological Analysis 

This individual was approximately 60% complete with medium to low fragmentation. The 
axial skeleton and upper limbs were present but the feet, tibiae and fibulae were missing. Surface 
preservation was Grade 3 (most of the bone affected by some form of erosion or abrasion) 
according to McKinley (2004).  

Morphological traits of the cranium and pelvis, according to Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994), 
Herrmann et al (1990), and Ferembach et al (1980), indicated that Sk. 182 was male and age 
assessment from degenerative traits of the auricular surface according to Buckberry and 
Chamberlain (2002) indicated a range of age at death of 39 to 91 years (middle to old adult 
according to Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994: 9). The pubic symphysis was unavailable for analysis. 

Morphological traits of the cranium assessed according to Byers (2011: 131) indicated that 
Sk. 182 may have had African or Asian ancestry (Figure 2), while metric data analysed using the 
computer program FORDISC 3.0 suggested that this individual was most similar to Japanese 
populations (see Ousley and Jantz 2005). Given the context of the burial, the authors would like 
to suggest that Sk. 182 may have been of Amerindian or mixed African and Amerindian ancestry. 

In light of this, the del Angel and Cisneros (2004) stature formulae for Mesoamericans 
were utilized. The femoral formula gives Sk. 182 a probable terminal height of 158.28cm. This is 
almost 3cm shorter than the male Mesoamerican average (del Angel and Cisneros 2004, Genoves 
1967). Low stature can be caused by systemic stresses such as malnutrition and disease and is often 
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associated with low social status (DeWitte and Hughes-Morey 2012, Vercellotti et al 2011, Watts 
2011, Robb et al 2001, Saunders and Hoppa 1993). 

Sk. 182 had various pathological changes, including very poor dental health (periodontal 
disease, calculus and ante-mortem tooth loss) indicating a diet high in carbohydrates and/or sugars 
(Ogden 2008, Lieverse 1999). Linear enamel hypoplasia on the maxillary right canine and the 
mandibular right first premolar and left first molar may indicate periods of stress during childhood 
(Ogden 2008, Corruccini et al 1985). Bilateral irregularity of the femoral joint surfaces at the knees 
may be osteochondritis dissecans (Figure 3), a condition that can develop in response to hard labor 
during adolescence (Kessler et al 2014). The right zygomatic arch showed a healed, misaligned 
fracture (Figure 4). These are often caused by interpersonal violence in modern populations 
(Gowland 2016, Redfern 2015, de la Cova 2012, Roberts and Manchester 2010: 108-109, Walker 
1997). Joint disease was present at both shoulder joints and both hip joints as well as the right 
knee. There was also widespread spinal pathology, including osteophytosis (probably age-related, 
see Jurmain et al 2012), sacralisation of the fifth lumbar vertebra (a congenital condition, see 
Roberts and Manchester 2010: 56) and a large blastic lesion between the first and second lumbar 
vertebrae (possibly secondary to trauma of the transverse process, which can be fractured during 
twisting movements) (Dandy and Edwards 2003: 155).  

Skeleton 182: Isotopic Analysis 

The 87Sr/86Sr ratio of the analyzed premolar (3.5) is 0.70927 and the δ13C value is -4.2‰. 
This 87Sr/86Sr ratio falls within the range of bioavailable 87Sr/86Sr for the island of Curaçao and is 
consistent with local childhood origins for this individual. The δ13C value is relatively high and 
indicates a diet rich in marine proteins (such as fish or shellfish); or in terrestrial C4/CAM plants 
(such as maize, pineapple, or agave). Both of these food groups would have been fairly abundant 
in nineteenth century Curaçao.  

Skeleton 189 Results 

Skeleton 189: Osteological Analysis 

This individual was approximately 50% complete with high to medium fragmentation. The 
axial skeleton and upper limbs were present but the hands, feet, radii and ulnae were missing. 
Surface preservation was Grade 3 (most of the surface affected by erosion or abrasion) according 
to McKinley (2004). 

Morphological traits of the cranium according to Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994) and 
Herrmann et al (1990) indicated that Sk. 189 was a probable male. Unfortunately, the fragmentary 
nature of the skeleton did not allow auricular surface or pubic symphyseal age assessment to be 
carried out. However, full dental eruption indicated that Sk. 189 was adult at the time of death 
(Liversidge and Marsden 2010). Comparatively low levels of occlusal wear to the dentition may 
indicate that he was not in the older adult age category, but was rather a young or middle adult 
(see Teaford and Lytle 1996, Brothwell 1981: 71-72). 

The fragmentation of the cranium also precluded metric ancestry analysis according to 
Ousley and Jantz (2005). However, morphological assessment according to Byers (2011: 131) 
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suggested that this individual was of African ancestry (especially the shape of the nasal cavity and 
the facial profile). 

Dental pathologies (calculus, carious lesions, an abscess, periodontal disease and ante-
mortem tooth loss) indicated a diet high in carbohydrates and/or sugars for Sk. 189 (Ogden 2008, 
Lieverse 1999). Interestingly, this individual also exhibited LSAMAT (lingual surface attrition of 
the maxillary anterior teeth) on the left first and second incisors (Figure 5) (the right first and 
second incisors were missing). This type of erosion in often found in Caribbean contexts and has 
been related to the consumption of sugary or acidic foods such as sugarcane (Robb et al 1991, 
Turner II et al 1991, Irish and Turner II 1997). 

Other pathologies included new bone formation in both maxillary sinuses (Figure 6). This 
inflammatory response to infection is known as sinusitis and may develop with the inhalation of 
dust and smoke, both of which would have been abundant in Curaçao during the nineteenth century 
(Roberts and Manchester 2010: 174-176, Ezzati and Kammen 2001, Boocock et al 1995). The 
attachments of the costoclavicular ligaments on the inferior aspect of both clavicles are unusually 
rugose and such lesions can be caused by trauma or repeated microtrauma related to activity 
(Jurmain et al 2012, Larsen 1997: 84). The right tibia has been extensively affected by 
osteomyelitis (Figure 7) developed secondary to a fracture (see Roberts and Manchester 2010: 
169, Djuric-Srejic and Roberts 2001). Lastly, the parietal bones of the cranium exhibited porous 
lesions (porotic hyperostosis, Figure 8) which are often associated with some kind of metabolic 
disease such as scurvy or anaemia (Roberts and Manchester 2010: 229-231, Walker et al 2009, 
Salvadei et al 2001, Stuart-Macadam 1989). 

Skeleton 189: Isotopic Analysis 

The 87Sr/86Sr ratio of the analyzed molar (1.6) is 0.70888 and the δ13C value is -1.7‰. As 
was the case for Sk. 182, this 87Sr/86Sr signal is within the range of bioavailable 87Sr/86Sr for 
Curaçao and is consistent with local childhood origins. However, the strontium results of the two 
individuals are sufficiently distinct as to indicate that they must have grown up in different locales. 
The δ13C value is extremely high and indicates a diet with very large contributions of marine and/or 
C4 foods. 

The Paga Tera System: Oral Historical Data 

Interviewees described several aspects of the paga tera system at Plantation Knip that 
demonstrate how restrictive this labor system was well into the twentieth century. These included 
inadequate water provision and the criminalisation of people who “stole” water from the 
landowner’s well; the gratuitous shooting of people’s dogs; the material and psychological division 
of the Kenepa community by giving some of them privileged positions that mirrored the role of 
plantation overseers (fitós) during slavery; and the absence or shortage of modern developments 
such as electricity and public transport that isolated the community from the rest of the island and 
prevented young people from achieving their full educational potential. One individual responded 
to these circumstances with a desperate act: he injured his own foot so that he did not have to work 
for the landowner. Such information from barely forty years ago reinforces comparisons of the 
paga tera system with slavery itself (see Allen 2007a: 132-141, Allen 2007b).  

438



Discussion 

It is very probable that Sk. 182 and Sk. 189 lived in the former plantation slave village 
situated not far away from the Veeris plantation house. Slave villages in Curaçao consisted of 
groups of kunuku houses, traditionally constructed of wattle and daub with a palm leaf roof and a 
plaster finish. These structures are very well suited to the hot climate of Curaçao, as they create a 
through-draft and are cool inside (see Haviser 1999). After 1863 the formerly enslaved people of 
Plantation Veeris would have worked under the paga tera system, exchanging their labor for the 
land that they lived on. This labor was not necessarily always livestock handling: oral historical 
evidence indicates that people living in this system could be required to perform domestic and 
service tasks as well. 

Isotopic evidence indicates that Sk. 182 may have been born locally, which is in agreement 
with his possible mixed African and Amerindian ancestry. During his childhood he consumed a 
primarily C4 or seafood diet, which is consistent with traditional indigenous foodways including 
the consumption of fish and cactus. He may also have experienced systemic stress during 
childhood, and hard labor during adolescence. A congenital anomaly is likely to have caused pain 
and discomfort throughout his life, but this worsened in old age as spinal joint disease developed. 
He also experienced facial injury (possibly due to interpersonal violence), and this would have 
contributed to his appearance.  

Isotopic evidence indicates that Sk. 189 may also have been born in the region and 
consumed a mostly C4 resource diet during childhood. He suffered an episode of stress during his 
early years, demonstrated by the presence of enamel hypoplasia. Like Sk. 182, his poor dental 
health may indicate that he consumed a gritty, high-carbohydrate diet in later life. This diet may 
also have been deficient in vitamin C or iron, given that cranial lesions indicate some kind of 
metabolic insult, although other explanations are possible. Several pathologies that he experienced 
could be related to his working environment: sinus infection from dust and smoke may have caused 
an unpleasant nasal discharge and a fracture to his right tibia resulting in a suppurating 
osteomyelitic infection could have been caused by a close encounter with a large domestic animal 
in the work environment of Veeris Plantation. Towards the end of his life, restricted movement 
caused by this trauma and infection may have caused him to become dependent upon other people, 
and this would have had an impact upon his mental health and social identity. 

It is also possible to examine these men in their wider social context, using information 
from historical and oral historical sources. They lived during a period when paga tera was still 
widespread across the island, restricting access to basic resources and education, and in many cases 
preventing social mobility. The law against idleness and vagrancy (see Allen 2007a: 121-123) and 
the Catholic Church were both being used to control the Afro-Curaçaoan population, to make them 
productive and docile in a system which still primarily benefitted the white elites (Allen 2007a: 
147-151, Abraham-van der Mark 2001). These circumstances may have perpetuated the negative
psychological effects of slavery (see Akbar 1996, Paula 1987: 29-30, Davis 1984: xv, 16, Patterson
1982: 1, 6, 12). It is important then that these two osteobiographies allow us to situate these
oppressive social structures in late nineteenth century bodies, bodies which show evidence of
various different types of systemic stress and physical danger. These are the first post-
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emancipation burials of plantation workers to be analysed on the island, and should be included in 
a postcolonial reassessment of Curaçaoan history. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, these osteobiographies have added detail to our understanding of the 
lifeways of Afro-Curaçaoans in the post-emancipation period, who experienced many of the same 
restrictions imposed upon enslaved people (Rupert 2012: 145). Such stories humanize the buried 
population and make the results of archaeological research more accessible for the general public. 
Finally, they can play an important role in the deconstruction of colonial narratives dismissing the 
physical and psychological impacts of oppressive social systems such as slavery and paga tera. 
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Figure 1. Map showing location of burial site at Veeris Plantation, Curaçao. 

Figure 2. Facial region of Skeleton 182. 
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Figure 3. Osteochondritis dissecans at the patellar surfaces of the distal femora of Skeleton 182. 

Figure 4. Right zygomatic arch of Skeleton 182 showing healed misaligned fracture. 
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Figure 5. Maxillary left incisors of Skeleton 189 showing lingual surface attrition (LSAMAT). 

Figure 6. Right maxillary sinus of Skeleton 189 showing new bone formation (sinusitis). 
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Figure 7. Anterior view of right tibia of Skeleton 189 showing osteomyelitis secondary to a fracture. 

Figure 8. Exterior cranium of Skeleton 189 showing porotic hyperostosis. 
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