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Human activity on Curacao began centuries
earlier than previously believed, study finds

March 12 2024, by Courtney Lust

New research, co-led by SFU and published in the Journal of Coastal and Island
Archaeology, places human occupation of Curagao as far back as 5735-5600
BCE, up to 850 years earlier than previously thought. Photo: Christina Giovas

New research co-led by Simon Fraser University and the National
Archaeological Anthropological Memory Management (NAAM
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Foundation) in Curagao extends the earliest known human settlement of
Curacao by centuries, adding pieces to the puzzle of pre-Colombian
Caribbean history.

A team of international partners has been collaborating on the Curacao
Cultural Landscape Project since 2018 to understand the long-term
biodiversity change of the island, and its relationship to human activity.

Findings from the team, published in The Journal of Coastal and Island
Archaeology, place human occupation of Curacao, an island in the
southern Caribbean, as far back as 5735-5600 BCE—up to 850 years
earlier than previously thought.

This updated timeline was determined by radiocarbon dating charcoal
collected from an Archaic period site at Salifia Sint Marie—what is now
the earliest known archaeological site on the island—using accelerated
mass spectrometry.

Christina Giovas, an associate professor in SFU's Department of
Archaeology and co-lead on the study, explains that the settlement of the
Caribbean and the origin of its peoples is still highly debated.

"What this new information does is push the initial exploration in this
region back to a time where other islands to the north of Curacao are
also being settled. This suggests that the movement of people from the
continental mainland into those more northern islands might have
entangled with some of the movement of the people into Curacao," says
Giovas.

While more work is needed to determine whether this is the case, Giovas
notes that this indicates that the exploration of the islands off the western
Venezuelan coast began earlier than previously known and provides a
baseline for studying human-environment interactions in the area.
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According to NAAM Deputy Director, Claudia Kraan, who also led the
study, the finding demonstrates to the local public that further research
can unveil new insights into the people who once inhabited the island.
She notes that "archaeological information is dynamic, continually
evolving with ongoing exploration and analysis."

A group of SFU archaeology undergraduate students helped survey, map and
excavate project sites as part of a five-week international field school. Photo:
Yoshi Maezumi

The team traveled to Curacgao in the summer of 2022 for their first field
season, bringing with them a cohort of SFU archaeology undergraduate
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students as part of a five-week international field school. Students
helped survey, map and excavate project sites throughout the island, then
presented their findings to the local community.

Throughout these activities they worked closely with local volunteers and
the project's Curagaoan partner, the NAAM Foundation, an NGO that
manages the island's archaeological heritage through collaboration with
government and stakeholders.

"For archaeology, practical hands-on learning is really the best way to
understand the field," says Giovas. "I really wanted students to get skills
in what's called 'environmental archaeology'—techniques and methods
that are used to ask questions about human relationships with the
environment, in the past and through time. It's also increasingly about
what we can take from the data that we gather from those sorts of
investigations and apply to modern day conservation, and environmental
awareness."

The project also works to increase local capacity for archaeology on the
island, create opportunities for knowledge mobilization and bring
awareness to the depth of history of the area.

"To have students involved in these initiatives is, I think, where you get
these generational shifts in the culture of the discipline," says Giovas.

The team plans to return to Curacao again in 2025 as part of another
SFU international field school to dive deeper into how humans have
transformed the island throughout time, and the lessons we can learn for
future conservation efforts.

Along with SFU and the NAAM Foundation, the team includes partners
from Max Planck Institute of Geoanthropology, University of

Queensland, and InTerris Registries.
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More information: Cluadia T. Kraan et al, Radiocarbon dates from
Curacao's oldest Archaic site extend earliest island settlement to ca.
5700 cal BP, The Journal of Island and Coastal Archaeology (2024).
DOI: 10.1080/15564894.2024.2321575
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