A Sense

of Heritage

An archaeology

professor makes the

past come alive
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This group of students is working

on a global p

ositioning survey as part of an archaeological dig at St. John, U.S.
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he classroom door opens

fiercely and the professor

briskly walks in. With fedo-

ra on head and whip in

hand, Doug Armstrong com-

mands attention and proceeds to dispel

the Indiana Jones myth about archaeol-

ogy to his students. “That is a commer-

cialized view of what archaeology is,”

says Armstrong, chair of the anthropol-

ogy department. “There is some degree

of reality in that discovery and adven-

ture are involved. But that’s not what
archaeology’s goal is.”

When Armstrong arrived at the

University in 1986, he was a lone

archaeologist charged with the chal-

§ e

Virgin Islands. The students were led by Professor Doug Armstrong, chair of SU’s anthropology department, who
has been involved since 1994 with the excavation and exploration of a small community in St. John.
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lenge of building an entire area of study.
“As the department developed, students
became the number-one focus,” he says.
“I wanted to create engaging and chal-
lenging classes that gave students op-
portunities to participate in archaeolo-
gy.” Over the ensuing decade, he has
watched wide-eyed ﬁrst-year students
mature into thesis-writing seniors, and
much of their development can be at-
tributed to the hands-on education pro-
vided by the curriculum.

At Syracuse University, the special-
ization is called historical archaeology —
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the study of people during a period for
which there is an oral history or histori-
cal documentation. Having done his dis-
sertation in Jamaica and other field
research in Africa, Central America, and
the United States, Armstrong focused
his study on the African Diaspora. “In
the last 20 years, the diversity of the
African American experience has come
through a re-evaluation of history; a dis-
covery of lost texts from the arts to
music, to the places people loved,” he
says.

In spring 1994, Armstrong received a
phone call about the East End Project,
an archaeological excavation and explo-
ration of a small community in St. John,
U.S. Virgin Islands. At that time he was
involved in other digs—working at
Wesleyan Methodist Church in down-
town Syracuse, where there is evidence
of slave passages; and in Barbados,
studying transitions of European-style
plantations to Caribbean-style ones.
Armstrong, however, managed to fitin a
visit to the St. John site. He couldn’t
pass up the unique opportunity. “There
were posts from the structure, founda-
tions in place, and materials from the
18th century sitting on the surface,” he
says. “It was incredible and fantastic; I
really wanted to do this.”

Last summer’s excursion to the East
End Project marked the 10th field study
conducted by SU. Such research, Arm-
strong says, can fill in gaps where writ-
ten documentation might not exist.
“What we have is their ideology ex-
pressed in action,” he says, “material
evidence of the presence of people.”

About 40 years ago an elementary
school teacher named Guy Benjamin
asked his students to gather oral histo-
ries about their families. He, too, started
collecting an oral history about his fam-
ily and others from the St. John com-
munity that Armstrong will study. “Guy
Benjamin is in his 80s now and there are
three other individuals the same age
who are the keepers of this knowledge,”
Armstrong says. “Because the next gen-
eration seems to be separated from this
history, Benjamin was fearful of losing
the information; we are going to prevent
that from happening.”

The site, which dates back to 1750, is
located at the very east end of the island.
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The soil was not conducive to large-
scale or cultural production, so the
Danish plantations established there
were unsuccessful. As a result, groups of
people of African descent acquired the
land collectively and formed a commu-
nity. “The rural East End free communi-
ty provides an opportunity to examine
the internal dynamics of community for-
mation, sustenance, resistance, and per-

sistence,” Armstrong says. ~ cultur ‘ ‘ throu \ ‘

In preparation for the study, Arm- = When they exam jovernment cials wull dellver Iectures, when\
strong led a field school at St. John in the | il oducer will a stions afterthe performance; when
the summer of 1995. A systematic scien- udy music, they visit reggae le arley’s house ahditouch bul-
tific survey was conducted using high- 1e wall fro ‘ na ‘wai i
tech global positioning systems to iden-
tify the more than 50 sites that made up
the community. Teams of students
walked area map sites and recorded
vegetation patterns. One by one they
put holes in the ground to gather mater-
ial for chronological information.

A five-week dig this past May, the
first of five summer field sessions, con-
centrated specifically on house sites.
Twenty—four undergraduate and gradu-
ate students from various academic and
ethnic backgrounds were divided into
two groups. Each group spent two-and-
a-half weeks in St. John at different
times. “With all of the developments
being erected, the East End community
is in danger of becoming lost,” says
Doug Pippin, an SU doctoral candidate
and adjunct professor of archaeology at
Hobart College. “We are able to uncov-
er the history of a free black community
that was established early.”

In St. John, Armstrong also empha-
sized the importance of enlisting local
residents in efforts to save the endan-
gered community from becoming a
piece of forgotten history. He scheduled
digs on Saturdays so community mem-
bers could participate. “When the com-
munity gets involved, there is a pro-
found sense of heritage,” Armstrong
says. “It’s their tradition, which they will
carry forward. They are responsible for
protecting these valuable sites.”

—NATALIE A. VALENTINE

(far left) a medi-
cine bottle (top),
~ andan African-
- Jamaican burial site
(left) from the Seville
~ Plantation. .
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