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5. JOST VAN DYKEõS HISTORICAL HERITAGE 

This chapter is based on prelimi -
nary field work and research car -
ried out on Jost Van Dyke and 
Little Jost Van Dyke  in August  
and October of 2008 by HLSCC 
historian and Senior Lecturer, 
Michael D. Kent .  In October, 
Kent was assisted by Sendrick 
Chinnery, an island resident and a 
former Virgin Islands history 
student of Mr. Kent.  Unless 
ot herwise noted, the findings 
presented in this chapter are 
based on Mr. Kentõs archival and 
field research  and analysis. 

In assessing the historical herit -

age  of Jost Van Dyke  and Little 

Jost Van Dyke, particularly the 

islandsõ surviving historic sites 

and ruins, it must be remem -

bered that throughout the plan -

tation period ñwhich in the BVI 

lasted roughly be tween 1710 

and 1840 ñboth islands were 

considered relatively barren 

and were settled  and  farmed 

ac cordingly.  However, a  recent 

physical inspection of historic 

sites, carried out as part of the 

Environmental Profile project, 

revealed that contrary to what 

might  be expected, there are in 

fact a number of historic sites 

surviving  on both islands that  

are relatively unique .   

The sites also readily lend them -

selves to display within the  

framework of the Territoryõs 

modern tourism pro duct .  Their 

accessibility and condition 

could easily be improved upon 

and the sites marketed as a 

heritage tou rism package, pro -

viding a new niche to attract 

resident tourists on J VD as well 

as overnight guests from Tortola 

and day visitors  embarking  from 

cruise ships calling in the Terri -

tory.  

IMPORTANT SITES 

The islands of JVD and LJVD 

include  a number of historical 

sites that represent  a variety of 

original  uses including agric ul-

tural, residential, military, indu s-

trial, and religious .  Their survival 

today reminds us of an earlier 

observation by BVI Commi s-

sioner N.G. Cookma n in 1897 

that òno new hou ses [are] being 

erected  [on Jost Van Dyke] , 

and those now on the island 

[are] falling into decay ó.  There 

is a surprising lack of ve rnacular 

architecture on both islands in 

the form of the small wooden 

huts and cottages which  

house d residents and which are  

found in abu ndance on other 

nearby islands such as Tortola.  

The nine prima ry sites on Jost 

Figure 8 . 

Location of historic sites, Jost Van Dyke and Little Jost Van Dyke;  

for identifica tion of s ite numbers, see text on the next page  

(map source:  Google Earth, 2008).  



Van Dyke and Little JVD  are 

depicted on Figure 8  and Photo 

34 as follows:  

1. LJVD:  The Lettsom 

Settlement  (residential and 

agricultural  use). 

2. JVD:  Brown Ghut Ruins 

(residential and a gricultural  

use). 

3. JVD:   Mill Round Sugar Mill 

and Cistern  (industrial and 

agricultural  use). 

4. JVD:  White Bay Fort  (m ilitary  

use). 

5. JVD:  Turtle Crawl at White 

Bay (enclosure  for sea life ). 

6. JVD:  Foundation of a 

residence or storage facility , 

above White Bay  

(reside ntial or a gricultural  

use).  

7. JVD:  Standing wall  at White 

Bay (unknown  use). 

8. JVD:  Cape Wright  and  

LJVD:  Lettsom Settlement  

(prehistoric sites ). 

9. JVD:  Methodist chapel at 

Great Harbour  (religious).  

1.  Lettsom Settlement  

The Lettsom settlement is 

located on Little Jost Van Dyke 

and was the birthplace and  

early childhood home of Dr. 

John Coakley Lettsom  (1744-

1815), founder of the London 

Medical Society  (see Box 8).  To 

construct such a substantial 

residence anywhere in the BVI 

would have been u nusual, 

making it all the more unique to 

find this example on o ne of the 

smallest of the Virgin Islands.  

The residence itself is rectang u-

lar in shape and sits upon a 

larger rectangular earth pla t-

form which has been retained 

at the front with a wall reaching 

approximately six feet in height; 

it is punctuated by five  steps in 

the middle, creating an e n-

trance feature.   

The main residence was divided 

into two chambers with an 

entrance opening to the north 

and an entrance opening 

above the steps on the west 

side of the structure.  There is 

also an entrance opening on 

the east side , which was 

probably used pr imarily by 

domestic slaves to access the 

stone oven to the rear of the 

residence.   

Fortunately, a drawing e xecut -

ed by William Thornton  (see Box 

8) in the late eighteenth century 

shows how the building looked 

intact , providing doc umentary 

evidence rarely found for the 

BVI (Abraham, 1933) . 

To the rear of the residence on 

the west side is found what is 

generally referred to as a Dutch 

oven  in which most of the food 

would have been cooked.  This 

has almost entirely coll apsed , 

but a small ova l portion remains  

to identify  its original use.  Ovens 

like this may still be seen 

throughout the Terr itory and in 

some cases are still regularly 

used.  

Box 8.   BORN IN THE BVI 

The island of Little Jost Van Dyke is associated with  a prominent 18 th Century Quaker , 

Dr. John Coakley LETTSOM (1744-1815), whose fellow physician and Qua ker,  Dr. 

William THORNTON (1759-1828), was born in neighbouring Tortola .   

Lettsom was born on the family plantation on Little Jost Van Dyke in 1744 but sent to 

England as a young boy to be educated in the field of medicine.  He returned to the 

Virgin Isla nds in 1767, following the death of his father.  While settling his fatherõs affairs, 

he freed his slaves before returning to England in 1768, never to see the islands again.  

In 1773, at the age of 28, Lettsom founded the Medical Society of London; he als o 

inaugurated a system of dispensaries that  enabled poor people to be treated as 

outpatients and was deeply involved in a campaign against quackery and in support 

of prison reform and improving the medical care of prisoners.  He was also author of a 

guideb ook for travelers entitled Naturalistõs and Travellerõs Companion, which included 

sections on methods for collecting butterflies, moths and beetles, for preserving birds 

and animals, and for bringing home seeds and plants  (Durham, 1972) .   

Although some so urces have identified Jost Van Dyke as the birth place of William 

Thornton in 1759, the editor of Dr. Thorntonõs papers (Harris, 1995)  confirms that he was 

born in Tortola .  Like Lettsom, he was sent as a boy to England to be educated among 

Quakers.  He later studied medicine in Scotland, receiving a medical degree in 1784 

(it was while he was in Scotland that Thornton and Dr. Lettsom became friends).  In 

1787 he immigrated to the United States, eventually becoming a citizen.   At age 31, 

he married and re turned to the Virgin Islands to live at the family plantation, called 

Pleasant Valley, in Tortola.  His correspondence with Lettsom indicates that Thornton 

seriously considered returning the slaves he inherited from his father to Africa.  

Eventually he was  enticed back to the United States when the design he had 

submitted for a capital building was selected, and President George Washington 

appointed him Commissioner of the new federal city in Washington in 1794.  He was 

the first head of the U.S. Patent Off ice (appointed in 1802 until his death) and was the 

author of books on such diverse subjects as the origin of steamboats, the education of 

the deaf, the abolition of slavery, and a plan for uniting North and South America via a 

canal through Panama.  



A substantial number of ce -

ramic fragments have been 

recovered from this area sug -

gesting the possibility of a rub -

bish midden (refuse heap) in the 

imm ediate locale.  Evidence of 

burial mounds can  also be seen 

to the rear of the residence , 

which corroborates  Thorntonõs 

identification  (Abraham, 1933) 

of  the burial spot of Lettsomõs 

pare nts as being at the rear of 

their former home.  

To the west of the main structure 

are  the remains of dry stone 

terracing , which run s in a series 

parallel to the shoreline all the 

way to the sea.  It was in this 

area that the cotton plantation 

would have be en located, the 

staple crop grown on LJVD.   

The shoreline has been divided 

between beach and fertile land 

by a large dry stone wall that  

runs the length of the planta -

tion.   This would have been 

constructed to retain pr ecious 

soil behind the wall during 

heavy rain s and to prevent  soil 

from running into the sea.   

Probably the most curious fea -

ture of this entire  ruined e nsem-

ble is a water catchment plat -

form on the north west side of 

the shoreline.  A variety of water 

catchment methods have been 

observed t hroughout the BVI 

but none replicate this style , 

making  the catchment at the 

Lettsom Settlement unique in 

the Territory.  A large boulder, 

thrown to the surface during the 

volcanic creation of the island, 

has slowly eroded in its centre to 

create a natural  basin.  In areas 

where this depression is incom -

plete, low walls have been 

erected to contain the trapped 

fresh rain water.  Potentially, this 

feature could have held around 

100 gallons of water , making it a 

vital addition to the plantation 

lan dscape.  

The Lettsom settlement on LJVD 

is already being closely studied 

by John Chenoweth from the 

University of California at  

Berkeley, who  in his first season 

(2008) collected and 

catalogued a variety of cultural 

material  (see Box 9).  These 

artefacts  are currently  being 

stored at the H. Lavity Stoutt 

Community College in Tortola 

until a proper facility is available 

on JVD or LJVD.   

2. Brown Ghut Ruins  

These extensive ruins are the 

most remote on JVD and can 

only be reached on foot after a 

considerable walk through t he 

bush  on the east end of the 

island .  This, however, should  not 

be detrimental to their display 

because  the trail leading to the 

site appears to follow the origi -

nal plantation era approach 

and presents a vari ety of inter -

esting plants along the way.   

The trail is accessible a fter leav -

ing the main road d irectly op -

posite the large black water 

tank at the east end of JVD.  It 

gradually declines until it 

reaches a ghut.  Along this clear 

path  is evidence of dry stone 

walls and plant life.  After 

reaching t he ghut, the trail be -

gins winding towards a knoll on 

the lan dscape, upon which a  

former settlement might have 

been located .  Closer inspec -

tion of the top ography reveals 

areas where the landscape has 

deliberately been flattened to 

accommodate the site, wh ich 

initially a ppears to be approx -

imately 0.5 acres in size.  

The foundations of large 

standing walls have been 

heavily corrupted by tree roots , 

leading to  an  almost co mplete 

collapse  of the remaining walls . 

An ind eterminable series of 

aggregate -bound ret aining 

walls surround the area .  Their 

extent will only be revealed 

once the site has been cleared.  

Many of the corners for these 

walls have been damaged by 

the removal of red bricks for 

later use, quite likely in locally 

built Dutch ovens.  Curiously, a 

Dutch oven , constructed upon 

a large boulder , remains  at the 

site.  This is the only recorded 

example of a Dutch oven built  

on a boulder in the Territory.  

The obvious ins ulati ng  properties 

of the boulder undoubtedly 

meant  the oven would have 

Box 9. 

HISTORICAL ARTEFACTS ON LJVD 

Students participating in an archaeo -

logy project during the summer of 

2008 discovered  over 1,300 pieces 

of artefacts  on the island of Little Jost 

Van Dyke , mostly broken pottery and 

glass, dating from 1762 for ceramic 

produ ction and from 1735 for  pipe 

stem measurements.  In a report to 

the BVI Department of Culture, team 

leader John Chenoweth (Ph.D. can -

didate from the University of Califor -

nia at Berkeley) stated the projectõs 

goal was to tell the story of the site 

and of t he people who lived and 

worked there during the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries.  The team 

returned  to Little JVD in 2009; they 

hope to identify the area where the 

islandõs enslaved Africans lived. 



stayed hotter  longer, making it 

not only conside rably more 

practical but also economic in 

that less charcoal would have 

been require d for burning . 

Although fragments of 

crea mware ceramic shards 

were found on the approach 

trail to the site, surprisingly few 

were visible  amongst the ruins, 

pro bably as a result of the 

dense leaf coverage within the 

confines of the walls.  Only an 

organis ed clearance and a 

survey of the site will reveal the 

original use of this area.   

The presence of ceramic shards 

and a Dutch oven suggest  a 

residential occupation, but  the 

site is too large for just a house.  

Interestingly, the site looks 

directly down onto LJVD , and , 

du ring contemporary times , the 

Lettsom settlement would have 

been visible.   In an era when 

communications were limited, 

main taining visual contact with 

the neighbo uring plantation 

was vital, especially during 

uprisings or potential inv asions.  

3. Mill Round Sugar Mill and 

Cistern  

This ruin is the foremost remain -

ing historic site f rom the plant a -

tion era on JVD , an assessment 

base d primarily on  two factors .   

Firstly, it is easily accessible, l o-

cated above Great Harbo ur 

only a few feet away from an 

established road; secondly, it is 

the only example of a sugar 

works (i.e ., sugar production 

industrial site) located to date 

on JVD.  A further unique fea -

ture of  the site is a catchment 

platform and ova l cistern.  Only 

one other example remains in 

the Territory.  

The site is still easily located to -

day  and is even  marked on 

maps as òMill Round ó.  Almost 

immediately upon leaving the 

road on the north side, ruins are 

encou ntered contiguous to a 

small ghut.  

The first structure on the north -

east side is an angled platform 

used to catch ra inwater that 

runs into an oval, mortar -ren-

dered cistern.  Familiar in  other 

Caribbean  islands such as St. 

Kitts and Antigua, this method of 

collecting rainfall was cons i-

dered efficient enough to be 

used well into modern times on 

Tortola.  Only recently , during 

construction of the Territoryõs 

new hospital building,  was the 

government catchment plat -

form in Road Town demolished; 

the catc hment was a feature 

that  had long  dominated the 

Road Ha rbour landscape.  

A far larger and impressive e x-

ample than that on JVD may be 

found at Fort Purcell on Tortola; 

however, this was the largest 

military site ever construct ed in 

the BVI and once housed a p-

proximately 1 ,500 soldiers.  

However,  to find a civil example 

in a remote location amongst 

the ruins of a sugar mill , as seen 

here in Jost Van Dyke,  is quite 

unusual in the BVI.  

The mill-round platform  (see Box 

10) is still apparent , and the 

central foundation within which 

the roller cradle would have 

been fixed , is visible.  The boiler 

house beneath is largely col -

lapsed, but evidence of the 

copper battery is still discern a-

ble inside , whilst outside the 

Box  10.  SUGAR PRODUCTION IN THE BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS 

Sugar production in the Virgin Islands  dictated that every plantation in the colony have  

its own processing plant, consisting of two primary structures:  (1) the MILL ROUND (or 

animal round) and (2) the BOILING HOUSE.   

The objective  was to extract ju ice from the cane and then reduce it to a solid.  

Cut cane would be brought to the mill round, which was a circular earthen platform 

with a wooden cradle in the middle supporting three heavy iron rollers.  A large cross 

beam would be attached to the cradle extending to the edges of the circular platform.  

Attached to either end of the beam would be a dray animal walking in a circle and 

thus turning the beam attached to the central roller in the cradle.  This roller was 

cogged to the other two rollers, and wh en the central roller turned, so would the other 

two on either side.  The cut cane was then passed in between these rollers and 

crushed, making the juice flow out into a holding cistern at the bottom of the cradle.  

The juice was then reduced to a solid in the boiling house, a structure containing four 

heavy cauldrons in which the juice was slowly reduced.  The iron cauldrons would be 

secured in a masonry surround known as the òcopper batteryó, underneath which fires 

would be lit enabling evaporation of the liquid constituent in the juice.  

A bi -product of sugar production was rum, which provided an alternative income and 

trading commodity for many planters.  A copper still, where the rum was brewed, 

would be placed in a masonry surround adjacent to the sugar works.  Although many 

of the stills in the BVI have been removed, the telltale masonry surround (Historic Site 3) 

provides evidence that rum was produced in combination with sugar.  



stoking orifice for  one of the fur -

naces remains in a semi-col -

lapsed state.  

Adjacent to the boiler house is a 

structure that  appears to be the 

base of a Dutch oven.  This is 

not a residential site, however, 

making it more likely t hat this 

small foundation is in fact the 

ba se of a rum still.  Rum, 

extracted from the sugar crop,  

provided another  revenue  

source for JVD, one which  

found a ready market in the 

United States and Europe.  The 

remains of the found ation  of 

rum stills, located  next to sugar 

works, may be found  

through out Tortola.  

The area surrounding the  site is 

littered with ceramics and glass , 

which could provide  a dating 

source to  define  a relatively 

accurate cycle of activity  at this 

site.  Evidence of blue 

Pearlware was observed , which 

suggests a late -eighteenth -to-

early -nineteenth -century 

occupation, typical for the BVI.  

Subsequent to this period , sugar 

became unprofitable , and 

statistics for 1815 reported  that 

none was pr oduced on JVD.  

Consequently, this sugar works 

was operational prior to this 

date, probably being 

abandoned  in the early 

nineteenth century.  

4. White Bay Fort  

The eighteenth century saw 

a lmost constant  warfare in the 

West Indies as various European 

powers attempted to control 

the lucrative sugar islands.  As a 

consequence, the British West 

Indies wa s heavily fortified, 

including Tortola , which was 

surrounded by approximately 25 

emplacements. The smaller 

satellite islands like JVD  also 

mounted cannons on small 

ba tteries guarding the primary 

bays.  

On JVD, White Bay was fortified .  

Evidence of this can  be found in 

the papers of the Road Town 

Council  in September of 1779 , 

where  it was òResolved that 

whatever cannon or other wa r-

like materials provided by John 

Skelton Esq. for the use of Joes 

[sic] Van Dyke be reimbursed by 

the public ó (Road Town Council  

Chambers CO 316/1 p.374 RHS).  

A document from 1801 (Na -

tional Archives, 1801) records 

the presence of a fort at White 

Bay, which guarded the e n-

trance through a coral reef into 

the bay.  

The remains of the White Bay 

Fort are found  today on the 

small rocky  outcrop that  divides 

the beach in two.  A footpath 

across the outcrop runs close to 

the only surviving standing ruins .  

These ruins represent the 

remains of a small residence, 

most likely the guardhouse.  

More low foundations can be 

seen to the rear of th is building 

including what was once a 

small e nclosed structure, 

possibly the former powder 

magazine.  

A little further to the east is an 

escarped pla tform , the remains 

of a flat packed -earth battery.  

This type of simple battery , 

cheap to construct,  protec ted 

the length of Tortolaõs north 

shoreline.   Due to the 

accessibility of the site, few 

artefacts  remain visible , 

a lthough ceramic fragments 

and the base of an  eighteenth -

century beer bottle,  common to  

military sites , were observed.  

5. Turtle Crawl (Kraal) a t 

White Bay  

This interesting structure allowed 

fisherman to keep their catch 

fresh and available for co n-

sumption within a controlled 

environment.  Essentially, the 

structure is a semi -circular wall 

whose top rises above the su r-

face of the water and whose  

edges conform to the shoreline 

shape.  Once caught, fish and 

turtles could be stored within 

their natural habitat , albeit 

trapped o r corralled ñhence 

the derivation òcrawló.  

A number of these structures 

survive in the BVI on Virgin 

Gorda, Tortola, Peter I sland and 

JVD.  Certainly the most 

impre ssive is found on Tortola 

directly opposite Beef Island at 

the point where a small bridge 

joins Tortola and Beef Island .  A 

modern house was  built in the 

vicinity and is called Turtle 

Crawl.  Unfortunately, the owner  

knocked  a hole in the crawl wall 

that enabled  him to shelter  his 

boats within the crawl confines, 

essentially creating an enclosed 

marina.  This type of damage 

can  also be  observed at the 

Poc kwood Pond Crawl on the 

west end of Tortola.    

The crawl at Whit e Bay has 

already deteriorated , and  the 

top does not rise above the 

surface anymore.  This may be 

because the wall has been 

damaged by tidal surge since 

abandonment or b ecause the 



water level in the immediate 

area has risen enough to cover 

it.  Certainly, the edges of the 

wall do not conform to the 

beach , sugges ting that the 

shoreline profile has changed 

since construction.   

The crawl at White Bay is very 

visible as a submerged feature 

from the shoreline (Photo 34 , Site 

5) and can in fact be distin -

guished  in satellite photogra -

phy.  Although an underwater 

study of the site was not under -

taken during the Profile  Project , 

the fact that the seabed sur -

rounding the wall is composed 

almost entirely of sand suggests 

the wall has provided shelter for 

fish and oth er sea life and has 

creat ed  an  environment esp e-

cially conducive to snorkeling.  

6. Residence Foundation  

Perched on a peak towards the 

west end of Jost Van Dyke  

above White Bay are  the low 

rec tangular foundation remains 

of a structure , which, most likely , 

was  once used as a residence 

or storage facility for a 

plantation -era co tton farmer.  

The walls only reach on average 

height of appro ximately 15  

inches and were constructed to  

encase a wooden building.  The 

sheered, angular, lime -mortar 

rendering that caps  the  walls 

confirm s that they were never 

any taller.  

A doorway on the east wall of 

the structure points to  the 

method of construction .  The 

two post holes either side of the 

entrance would have each 

encased two thick wooden 

posts.  Similar posts would have 

be en placed  at the four corners 

of the structure providing the 

fram ework to which smaller 

batons would have been fixed 

and then covered in either 

wooden boards or shingles.  The 

whole would then have been 

roofed with thatc h, probably 

from the Tyre Tree that can be  

found in abundance on nearby 

Great Thatch  Island  and from 

which  the name of the island  is 

derived .  

Curiously, no other foundation 

presence was obs erved in the 

immediate vicinity.  H owever, 

the tall guinea grass that  ca r-

pets the area may be obscuri ng 

other archaeological features.  

7. Standing W all , White Bay  

This unusual feature sits 

precariously on a steep decline 

and is similar in appearance to 

a bu ttress support. The angular , 

thick andesite and lime mortar 

fabrication is consistent with a 

struc ture retaining another 

building to the rear, although 

nothing remai ns behind apart 

from low, mortar -bound 

foundation walls.  

The steep  nature of the imme -

diate topography and the a r-

chitecture of the remaining wall 

appear to be contemporary to 

each other, leadi ng the ob -

server to question  why anybody 

would want to expend effort 

and money to build  within such 

a prohibitive environment.  The 

lack of further standing evi -

dence presents a quandary , 

which will only be solved by a 

concerted effort to clear and 

documen t the site.   Like much 

of the island, there is a thick 

layer of leaf detritus covering 

the confines of the surviving 

structure, pro bably concealing  

further clues to its history . 

A large salt pond located 

below the site provides o ne 

indication  of  its possib le use in 

the past .  Due to its preservative 

properties, salt was an ex -

trem ely valuable commodity , 

which , once harvested , could 

be exchanged for other goods.  

Although there is no immediate 

evidence to link the thick wall 

and the salt pond, the brackish 

nature of the surroun d ing soil 

would probably negate any 

agricultural activity in the area, 

making this hypothesis worth 

pursuing.  

8. Prehistoric Sites  

Consecutive years of excava -

tion on Jost Van Dyke and Little 

JVD by Dr. Bria n Bates of 

Longwood University, Virginia  

(USA) have revealed two fertile 

prehistoric archaeological sites , 

the first  at Cape Wright on JVD 

and the second at the Lettsom 

Settl ement  on  LJVD.  A summary 

of his work is provided by Dr. 

Bates in Box 11. 

9. Methodist Chapel,  
Great Harbour  

The arrival of John Hammet on 

Tortola in 1789 triggered a series 

of events that still have a 

profound influence on the 

Territory today.  Hammet was 

the first Methodist missionary to 

be dispatched to the BVI from 

England, and within one year 

he had amassed a congr ega -

tion of 900 followers.   His 

success encouraged further 



expansion of the church and 

led to chapels being built on 

most of the occupied BVI.  

The example surviving on JVD is 

probably the most o ften illu -

strated Methodist chapel any -

where in the BVI  (Photo 34, Site 

9).  A number of paintings, post -

cards and calendars have fea -

tured the ch apel , whose posi -

tion close to the beach and 

shoreline presents an idealistic 

image of Cari bbean community 

religion.  

A closer inspection of the 

yellow -washed foundations re-

veals that they pre -date the 

modern chapel, having proba -

bly been co nstructed in the 

mid -nineteenth century.  The 

adjoining cistern and bell tower 

compliment the religious archi -

tecture of a building that  is sim-

ilar to many other chapels on 

Tortola con structed after the 

1923 hurricane.   The building is 

still in regular use and is a focal 

point for the modern commu -

nity on JVD .  

DOCUMENTARY 
RESEARCH 

Archives , located in Europe and 

the Caribbean , are possible 

sources for additional informa -

tion to relate  the history of Jost 

Van Dyke and Little Jost Van 

Dyke, which to date remains 

mostly an untold story.  

The National Archives at Kew in 

the United Kingdom 

(www. nationalarchives .gov.uk ) 

retains a wealth of inf ormation 

chronicling BVI history and un -

doubtedly has many references 

to JVD and LJVD.  Another arc -

hive worth studying is the Dutch 

records office 

(www.en.nationaalarchief.nl/  

default.asp ), wh ich contain s 

information about the seven -

teenth century Dutch Republic 

occupation of the BVI.  

We know  that settlers who 

migrated to Tortola in the mid -

seventeenth  century were 

dispatched from the Dutch 

Caribbean island of St. Eustatius, 

where records may reveal more 

about who these people were .  

Additionally, a vibrant historical 

group  on the island,  the St. 

Eustatius Historical Foundation 

(www.steustatiushistory.org ), 

maintains close ties with 

academic instit utions in Holland.   

There is also considerable  

information available detailing 

the life of John Coakley Lettsom  

of LJVD.  James Johnston 

Abrahamõs book, Lettsom: His 

Life, Times, Friends and 

Descendants , published in 1933, 

occasionally comes onto the 

mark et and is the most detailed 

biography of this famous 

surgeon õs life.  More r arely, 

copies of Lettsomõs Life of 

Fothergill , published in the late 

eighteenth century  (Lettsom, 

1783), also becomes available .   

 

 

Box 11.  PREHISTORIC SITES 

In 1998, a team of archae ologists 

from Longwood  University led by 

Brian Bates embarked on a survey to 

identify prehistoric sites on JVD and 

LJVD.  That effort resulted in the ident i-

fication of two ephemeral prehistoric 

sitesñone at White Bay and one at 

Little Harbour on Jost Van Dyke.   

Two more signi ficant sites were also 

identified.  The first is the scatter of 

surface finds at the Lettsom Se ttle -

ment on Little JVD.  The second is the 

more significant prehistoric site at 

Cape Wright on the east end of Jost 

Van Dyke overlooking Little Jost.  The 

resea rch since 1998 formed a major 

com ponent of a doctoral dis sertation 

on the prehi storic settlement of the 

Virgin Island Group  (Bates, 2001) .  

Since 1998, Dr. Bates and his teams 

conducted further i nvestigations on 

JVD in 1999, 2004, 2005, and 2007, 

with yet another season planned for 

2009.  The results of this work are 

preliminary at this time.   

What is known is that Cape Wright 

served as the largest settlement on 

the island and, based on radiocarbon 

dating as well as ceramic styles 

found at the site, we kno w it was 

occupied from at least 600 A.D. until 

sometime just after 1300 A.D.  The 

archaeological deposit at Cape 

Wright is deep ñapproaching one 

metre in places ñand has good 

stratigraphic integrity *.  Bates has 

concluded that the site has great 

potential to  yield detailed information 

about prehistoric life not o nly on Jost 

Van Dyke, but in the British Virgin 

Islands as a whole.   

With the exception of some late -

sixteenth -to -late -seventeenth -

century historic activity at the site, 

which is also being examined by the  

Bates team, the prehistoric 

co mponent at Cape Wright has been 

virtually un disturbed over the 

cen turies, thus making its potential to 

yield info rma tion on the prehistoric 

past unpa ralleled in the BVI.   

 

 òStratigraphic integrityó refers to the 

surface layers which have accumulated 

over time but have not been disturbed by 

subsequent human intervention.  

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/
http://www.en.nationaalarchief.nl/%0bdefault.asp
http://www.en.nationaalarchief.nl/%0bdefault.asp
http://www.steustatiushistory.org/


Photo 34 .   Historic sites of Jost Van Dyke an d Little JVD.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SITE 1 

LETTSOM SETTLEMENT, LITTLE JOST VAN DYKE 

SITE 2 
Brown Ghut Ruins  

SITE 3 

PEARLWARE SHARD, MILL ROUND 

SUGAR MILL 

SITE 4 

WHITE BAY FORT 

SITE 5 

TURTLE 

CRAWL 

SITE 6 
RESIDENCE FOUNDATION ABOVE WHTE BAY 

SITE 7 
STANDING WALL AT WHITE BAY 

SITE 9 
METHODIST CHURCH AT GREAT HARBOUR 


