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Abstract:  The first continuous contacts between Native Americans and Europeans in the New World occurred on Hispaniola, beginning with the establishment of La Isabela by Columbus in 1494.  A team from Indiana University, in cooperation with the Museo del Hombre Dominicano and the Oficina Nacional del Patrimonio Cultural Subacuático, is beginning a multiyear project to study the effects of this cultural collision on the indigenous populations in the vicinity of La Isabela.  As the first phase of this project, the research team conducted a regional investigation of archaeological sites near La Isabela over a period of 13 days in July and November, 2004.  We surveyed nine sites to the west of La Isabela and two to the east and conducted surface reconnaissance of each site to assess the extent of occupation during the prehistoric and contact periods.
The modern world was born through an unprecedented cultural encounter, the collision between the Old and New Worlds at the end of the fifteenth century. The Taínos of the Caribbean were the first American Indians to bear the impact of this collision. In standard reconstructions, the Taíno population was devastated by warfare, forced labor, and disease and was extinct by 1535. Yet that conclusion rests solely on early European documents, all of which were politically motivated.  Thus, the question remains “What happened to the Taínos?”
In collaboration with colleagues from the Dominican Republic, archaeologists from Indiana University are initiating a new project to address this question.  The Bahía Isabela Archaeological Project (BIAP) is an investigation of the early interaction between the Old and New Worlds through research in the vicinity of La Isabela.  The research program can be described as the historical archaeology of the first continuous cultural contacts and conflicts between American Indians and Europeans.  Through interdisciplinary research the BIAP will be able to reveal action and agency on the part of all of the participants in the culture contact situation, not just the European elites who produced written records.  This will lead to a more complete understanding of the early contact period in the Caribbean.
Sustained interaction between Spaniards and Taínos began during Columbus’s Second Voyage with the founding of La Isabela on the north shore of Hispaniola in January 1494.  The pattern of Spanish-Taíno interaction is usually portrayed as brutal exploitation leading to the extinction of the Taínos by 1535. 

There are a number of problems with this interpretation. First, we have a very poor idea of the native population of Hispaniola in 1492, the starting point for the proposed demographic collapse.  Estimates vary widely, from a low of 60,000 to a high of 8-14 million. Several scholars have proposed a figure of 1-2 million. Perhaps the most trustworthy figure for the island’s population in the first years of the conquest comes from several Jesuit friars, who gave a figure of “un cuento y cien mil animas”—1,100,000 people. This number seems reasonable to us, but the archaeological data available at present do not permit reliable estimates. More work, especially on the regional scale, will be necessary to resolve the issue.
Furthermore, the pattern of Spanish-Taíno interactions seems to have been much more complex than the standard portrayal. Early European accounts suggest that different groups of Taínos interpreted the Spaniards in different ways: as gods from the sky, as fearsome mythological cannibals, as people who had returned from the dead, as portents of the end of the world, or as potential allies. In turn, the Columbus brothers fostered the political ambitions of some Taíno leaders at the expense of others. Furthermore, a few scholars have argued that Taíno communities persisted in remote areas long after 1535, gradually transforming themselves as they assimilated escaped African slaves and perhaps disaffected lower-class Spaniards. This interpretation posits a complicated genesis of multicultural Latin American society in the Caribbean. It rests on limited evidence, however, and the truth is that nobody really knows the ultimate fate of the Taínos.
Columbus envisioned La Isabela as the center of a vast trading enterprise, but the town ultimately failed because there was never adequate food, and the colonists complained of constant hunger and sickness.  The exact nature of their ailment, and whether it was a disease that could have been transmitted to the Indians, are controversial questions.  In addition, two hurricanes struck La Isabela in 1495, in June and October. The colonists began to leave when a new capital, Santo Domingo, was founded on the south shore of Hispaniola in 1496, and La Isabela was completely abandoned by the end of 1498. Thereafter, the site was largely avoided for the next several centuries because it was believed to be haunted by the ghosts of the settlers who died there.


The ruins of La Isabela, which lie in the modern Dominican Republic, have been excavated on several occasions, most recently between 1987 and 1995 by Kathleen Deagan and José Cruxent. Their work has provided our best understanding to date of the Spanish town. Yet that understanding is still incomplete, because the project focused solely on the Spanish settlement. Relations with the local Indians were key elements in La Isabela’s brief history but remain poorly known. Taíno materials were found in La Isabela, but there is disagreement as to whether they reflect a Taíno presence in the Spanish town or a pre-contact Taíno occupation of the site.  Excavations at known indigenous sites in the area have been limited to a few test pits, and there has never been an attempt to determine the full distribution of indigenous contact-period sites in the area.
In addition, the area around La Isabela seems to have been a native cultural and linguistic frontier in 1492, and the specific ethnic affiliation of the people with whom the Spaniards were interacting in any given situation can be unclear.  Both Chicoid and Meillacoid ceramics occur in contact-period sites in the area, which suggests that there were both Taíno and Macoríx settlements around La Isabela. For this reason settlement pattern studies and investigations of artifact distributions within sites can provide a better understanding of how native groups interacted with one another, as well as reveal whether cacicazgos of different ethnicity dealt with the Spaniards in similar or different manners.  At present, though, our understanding of the early contact period remains one-sided and incomplete because it does not incorporate data from indigenous sites.
The BIAP is beginning a long-term study of interaction between Spaniards and Taínos in the area of La Isabela to address this disparity. (From this point on for the sake of convenience we will use “Taínos” as a synonym for “native populations,” while recognizing that this shorthand probably oversimplifies the actual situation.)  Our study will incorporate data from terrestrial archaeology, underwater archaeology, and DNA analysis, as well as ethnohistorical data from Spanish accounts. Samuel Wilson and others have argued that studying contact situations is by definition a multidisciplinary endeavor.  The members of the BIAP believe that combining the archaeological and biological data with a thorough understanding of the ethnohistorical record will give us the strongest basis for our conclusions.  

The first component of the project is the archaeological survey, excavation, and analysis of late prehistoric and early historical Taíno sites (from ca. A.D. 1400 to a date yet to be determined) in the vicinity of La Isabela.  Local sites will be surveyed to determine the extent of occupation during the prehistoric and contact periods.  A smaller number of these sites will be selected for subsurface testing and excavation using hypotheses generated in part by the examination of early European historical accounts.  As mentioned above, eyewitness accounts suggest that different groups of Taínos first reacted to the Spaniards in different ways. Different behaviors of cooperation, conflict, or avoidance would have been associated with different kinds of European goods and would have produced different patterns of artifact distributions. Accordingly, one key line of evidence in this research will be the distributions of various kinds of European goods—including introduced plant and animal species—within and among Taíno sites.

A second source of data for the project is the ships sunk by the hurricanes of 1495.  Interpretations vary, but three to six ships from 1495 still lie on the bottom of Isabela Bay. These shipwrecks will provide another line of evidence on Spanish-Taíno interactions, since some of the ships were purportedly sunk as they were preparing to return to Spain, laden with indigenous materials. Yet other than gold, only a small amount of which ever moved through La Isabela, we do not know what Taíno goods the Spanish found desirable. The 1495 shipwrecks would be an unprecedented source of information on the kinds of items Columbus wanted to send back to Spain to promote his enterprise and would therefore inform us about which Taíno artifacts the Spaniards valued.
Finally, the BIAP will incorporate analysis of DNA from ancient and modern populations as a part of its approach.  As a region that was abandoned by European settlers after only four years and then avoided, the La Isabela district is an ideal place to investigate previously unknown aspects of the birth of Latin America’s complex cultural mosaic. As noted above, a few scholars have argued that Taíno communities persisted in remote areas, assimilating escaped African slaves and perhaps even occasional disaffected lower-class Spaniards. Recent DNA studies in Puerto Rico suggest that roughly 60% of that island’s population has some American Indian genetic heritage.  DNA studies thus can serve as an important line of evidence about the survival of Taíno individuals and about the intermingling of Spanish, Taíno, and African populations.  Moreover, rapid developments in the field of genomics mean that we can now identify the DNA of several diseases in samples taken from human skeletons, and our abilities are expected to increase markedly in the next five years. Hence DNA analyses also give us a means of assessing the role of disease in the earliest encounters between Spaniards and American Indians. 

At present our work is in its initial stages.  The first phase consisted of a regional investigation of archaeological sites near La Isabela and was conducted by a team from Indiana University over a period of thirteen days in July and November of 2004.  Working with permission granted by the Museo del Hombre Dominicano, the team surveyed nine sites to the west of La Isabela and two to the east, all within five kilometers of the Atlantic coast.  The team conducted surface reconnaissance of each site to assess the concentrations of artifacts present and to ascertain the extent of occupation during the prehistoric and contact periods.  The sites showed evidence of Chican, Meillacan, and colonial pottery, as well as worked shell, faunal material, stone tools, and human remains.  Although there was some disturbance from illegal excavation or construction at each of the sites, there is reason to believe that many remain in good condition and contain significant amounts of undisturbed archaeological data.

With the permission of the Museo del Hombre Dominicano, five samples of human bone were collected and transported to the United States for analysis.  One bone was taken from disturbed context at each of three sites, and bones from two individuals purported to have been found together in a grave at a site in the Punta Rucia area were obtained from an informant.  Frederika Kaestle, Director of the Molecular Anthropology Laboratory at Indiana University, is currently analyzing these samples; results to date indicate that mitochondrial DNA can be amplified from samples from the La Isabela region, and sequencing is underway.  
A sample of sherds was also collected and transported to Indiana University for the purpose of chemical analysis.  As James VanderVeen explains in his paper, he is attempting to identify specific plant and animal remains present in food preparation vessels through absorbed residue analysis, whereby the signatures of organic compounds like cholesterol and other biomarkers are extracted and identified using gas chromatography-mass spectrometry.  Scientists have also claimed some success in identifying the DNA of plants and animals from cooking pots, and he will test that method as well.  A total of 35 sherds was gathered from the surface of the nine easternmost sites; an additional 10 are purported to be from the Punta Rucia area and were previously collected by an informant.

Immediately following this congress, during August of 2005, the Bahia Isabela Archaeological Project will enter its second phase, which has two goals.  The first is to begin subsurface testing of one or more of the sites recorded in the previous phase. (The final selection had not been made at the time this paper was written.)  Geoffrey Conrad will direct this work.  The second goal is to begin survey of Isabela Bay in the hopes of locating the Columbus-era shipwrecks.  Charles Beeker will lead a team of underwater archaeologists in locating and testing magnetic anomalies in the bay to achieve this goal.  The results of this second phase of work will be used to plan subsequent phases of the project.
Deagan and Cruxent have noted that as the first Spanish town in the Americas, La Isabela now carries conflicting symbolic meanings: the American point of entry for a violent European invasion versus the point of entry for European science and literacy; the cradle of Spanish-American society versus the deathbed of Caribbean Indian society; the birthplace of racially based class exploitation in the Americas versus the point of introduction for capitalism, leading eventually to democracy; and so on.  To get beyond these dichotomies to a more complex understanding of the contact situation, we must begin to answer the question “What happened to the Taínos?”  With its interdisciplinary approach and focus on Taíno responses to contact with Europeans, the Bahía Isabela Archaeological Project is poised to confront the question.
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