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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

In the English colonial city of Port Royal, Jamaica, a man named William Smith
died of causes unknown in April of 1688. Smith was a small-time merchant who left an
estate valued at just £62, the vast majority (£48) of which was in ready cash on hand at
the time of his death. The small accounting of the remaining £14 worth of his personal
effects, however, included “2 suits of clothes w/ shooes stockings a hatt & other
appurtences”, as well as 11 neck clothes, two pair neck ruffles, two green silk
handkerchiefs, a set of silver shirt buttons, a silver tobacco stopper, and a silver studded
case watch (Archives of Jamaica, Vol. 3, folio 318). That so much of his meager
personal wealth was tied up in expensive, or at least fashionable, items is interesting
given his lack of personal wealth. Perhaps Smith perceived that to achieve success, it
was necessary to portray the image of a successful merchant in order to attract business.
If this were the entire story, the fashionable personal items in Smith’s probate inventory
might be explained simply as natural consequence of the public, and possibly image-
dependant, nature of the business he was in.

But what, then, are we to make of Charles Newell? Newell’s occupation was
listed as sea captain when he died at Port Royal worth just over £67 in 1690, but despite

his modest estate he must have cut a dashing figure when he chose, given his “speckled
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stuffe coate & silk pr of breeches... 1 callico sash... Two pr of silk hose & 2 pr thred
ditto... 1 silver hilted sword... 1 other silver hilted sword... 1 silver headed cane... 2 pr
gold buttons”. The Captain may also have entertained in some style, though on a small
scale, with “silver spoones weighing 5 oz 1d weight... 3 Dishes and 6 plates of
pewter... 1 Brass candlestick... 9 napkins & 1 table cloth” (Archives of Jamaica, 1690,
Vol. 3, Fol. 309-310).

Nor were small assortments of luxuries confined to merchants or sea captains.
George Diggins, a poor carpenter whose estate was valued at a meager £18 at the time
of his death in 1690, chose at some point to purchase, “seaven silver spoons... one
silver caine... a looking glass...” (Archives of Jamiaca, 1690, Vol.3, Fol. 326).
Another Port Royal man, William Belsher, died in 1689 worth just over £40, yet his
small inventory included “Two setts gold buttons and four gold rings... three silver
shoo buckells... two cravats & six white Allejarr shirts. .. a suite of cloths... two paire
silk stockings” (Archives of Jamaica, 1689, Vol.3, Fol. 297).

Women of low to middling economic standing also appear to have valued
“niceties”. Darcas Dayly, listed as “Port Royal Widow” in the archives, died in 1687
with an inventory valued at £57. Among her possessions were “one looking glass... 1
lining pettycoatte... 3 rufled holland wastecoats... a Silver porringer and silver spoons
of 11 oz... 3 small gold rings and one old gold necklase” (Archives of Jamaica, 1687,
Vol.3, Fol. 4). Another Port Royal widow, Dorothy Richardson, was the wife of a
deceased tavern keeper whose estate, not including small sundry debts owed to her, was

valued at £82 when she died in December of 1687. The first part of her inventory lists



items associated with the tavern trade, including quantities of rum, tables, cane chairs,
and “old Table Lynnen”. Yet items which appear to have been inventoried in her
personal living area included “2 small looking glasses... 1 spice box... 1 small feather
bedd boulster 10 pillows one pr of callico curtains with a beddstead & rodds... 1 callico
gown & silke petticoate... 1 small glass case a little box & small gilded trunk... Brass
candlesticks. .. 6 silver spoones...1 silver cupp... 2 pr of gold buttons” (Archives of
Jamaica, 1687, Vol. 3, Fol.54-55).

There are several important commonalities shared by the peoplé whose
inventories are noted above. All of them died in the English city of Port Royal, Jamaica
in the late 1680’s or early 1690’s, and all left estates valued at less than £100. Their
relatively modest personal wealth, or their known occupations (small-time merchant,
carpenter, tavern-keeper’s wife), places them far below the elite, both of their local
society and of the broader English society of which Port Royal was a distant outpost.
Also, despite relatively modest wealth and position each chose to purchase, at some
point in their lives, multiple items that can accurately be described as non-utilitarian
luxuries.

To the modern eye, the presence of a few small items of gold, silk
handkerchiefs, fancy clothes, mirrors, or even a few silver trinkets, does not appear
especially discordant even in the possession of people of rather modest standing such as
these. After all, in the mind of the modern consumer everyone needs a few luxuries, and
we all enjoy dressing up once in a while. The problem, however, is that according to

historians and archaeologists, people of low to middling economic and social standing



should not have been behaving this way in the 1680’s and early 1690°s. As will be
discussed later, the consensus among scholars who have studied consumer behavior in
England and the colonies is that widespread middle class consumption of non-utilitarian
consumer goods did not begin until sometime between 1720 and 1740. In short, the
Port Royalites of modest means discussed above should not have been purchasing such
items en-mass for another 30 to 50 years.

If this were simply a question of minor geographic or temporal variations in the
rise of the consumption of certain items, such a gap could be dismissed as trivial,
merely a case of historical hair-splitting. What does it matter if a certain group of
people in a certain place were buying luxuries a few decades before their peers in the
rest of English society? It matters, in brief, because within these behaviors lies the
origins of profoundly transforming events in western history. The rise of consumerist
behaviors is implicated in the rise of international trade, and the establishment of a
global economy based on capitalism. Profound changes in social behavior were
created, and in many ways actively negotiated, through the use of items as social tools,
permanently altering how people related to each other and how they conceived of their
place and prospects within society. Consumer items served as a medium cross-cultural
exchange of ideas and concepts, shaped economic trends, and began to be deployed by
individuals in a most deliberate way to pursue personal strategies of advancement. The
rise in consumer behavior permanently altered concepts of individualism and identity
formation, particularly affecting how those concepts were expressed on a daily basis.

Ultimately, the consumer revolution gave rise to our modern world of mass-



consumption and fashion change, and the intense demand for goods it created spurred,
during the 18" century, another profoundly transforming event in human history: the
Industrial Revolution.

Neil McKendrick initiated an intense and ongoing scholarly inquiry into the
origins of consumer behavior in the 17" and 18" centuries with The Birth of a
Consumer Society (1982). McKendrick began with the idea that traditional scholarship
of the Industrial Revolution essentially concentrated on supply-side events,
emphasizing especially technological innovations and organizational improvements in
production. He argued that changes in means or methods of production are only
economically beneficial when there is sufficient demand to make such changes
profitable, and the important place to look for causal factors for such economic or
technological change is within the society itself; in this case, specific changes in
consumer tastes and preferences (McKendrick er al 1982:3-18). McKendrick’s basic
thesis was that an important change in social behavior was expressed through changes
in consumption patterns, and that this social change, termed the “consumer revolution”,
predated and was an essential impetus for the Industrial Revolution in England.

This work underscored the importance of research into the rise of consumer
behavior in England and its colonies. Even taking into account revisionist historical
scholarship of the Industrial Revolution, which asserts a broader time frame and
somewhat less “revolutionary” status than traditional scholarship has maintained, the
event, no matter how it is defined, is nonetheless one of the most important and

transforming events in the course of human history (McKendrick 1982: 9). In fact, this



social transformation of behavior laid the groundwork not only for the industrial
revolution of the 18"™ and 19" centuries, but also for the permanent state of
technological innovation and fashion change of our modern world, what one researcher
describes as “a permanent revolution of revolutions” (Adshead 1997:30). For this
reason, understanding the nature and origins of the consumer revolution proceeding and
contributing directly to this immense change is clearly a research topic of some
importance. The key questions, therefore, revolve around who was consuming (in terms
of social or economic standing in society), what were they consuming, when and where
did people first adopt such practices on a large scale, and why did people who
previously had not behaved this way begin to do so.

The purpose of this research is to address these questions through an
examination of the English colonial city of Port Royal, Jamaica, in the decade leading
up to its destruction in a massive earthquake in 1692. Port Royal, as a catastrophic
archaeological site with an array of surviving primary documentation, offers a unique
opportunity to address the weaknesses and ambiguities inherent in the data used in
many archaeological and historical examinations of the consumer revolution. This
research asserts that Port Royal, and potentially other colonial urban trade centers as
well, played an important early role in the development of consumer behavior in the
middle class throughout England and the colonies, a role that has been previously

overlooked.



CHAPTER 11
THE STATE OF THE QUESTION

A fundamental task of the archaeologist, and perhaps the fundamental task, is to
explore and explain the relationships between the material items that are recovered from
the archaeological record and the human beings who produced, used, and discarded
them. The broad trend in recent human history has manifestly been one of increasing
technological, societal, and economic complexity through time. Concomitantly, the
spectrum of material culture found within a given society has also grown more varied
and complex in recent history, and so, in turn, has the relationship(s) of the people
within a particular society to those items. In America, the discipline of historical
archaeology takes as its task the archaeological and documentary study of societies after
European contact (Deagan 1996:16-18), so historical archaeologists face perhaps the
most difficult task of all archaeologists in this regard. The effort to infer context-
specific social meanings from a vast array of material items from the historic period,
each potentially containing multiple layers of significance within the social milieu in
which they operated historically, is daunting at best. One of the most profound and
vexing questions that can be asked of archaeological materials from the historic period
is simply: why did someone choose this particular item and what did it mean to them?

Given that 100 years of scholarly study of consumer behavior theory has been
produced since Simmel (1904) first elaborated the trickle down theory of fashion

change, incorporating the works of sociologists, anthropologists, psychologists,



historians and economists, a thorough review of the past 100 years of consumer
scholarship is outside the scope of this work. The present discussion concentrates on
concepts and theories, especially those pertaining to historical archaeological study, that
are directly relevant to understanding modern scholarship’s conception of the consumer
revolution, and the place of the artifact assemblage recovered from Port Royal within

that milieu.

MATERIAL CULTURE

Few things illustrate more clearly the nascent stage of development of the
discipline of historical archaeology than the divergent, and often contradictory, ways in
which historical archaeologists deal with the interpretation of the small, broken bits of
things they retrieve from the earth. Something as simple as a fragment of a ceramic
plate can be interpreted by archaeologists as, variously, (1) the product of an essentially
capitalist system of international trade and resource exploitation dependant upon and
controlled by economically powerful nations (Wallerstein 1976; South 1977), (2) an
ideological tool of class domination used to naturalize the subordination of the less
powerful (Leone 1988), (3) as an expression of resistance to prevailing dominant
ideologies and an assertion of individuality in the face of economic and/or social
inequality (Cook 1989), (4) a culturally derived “text” which should be “read” within
its particular historical context through a nexus of interrelated meanings (Hodder 1991),

(5) the product of a specific historical cultural mindset (Deetz 1977), (6) or as simply a














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































