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Chapter 7

Rancherías: Historical Archaeology of Early 
Colonial Campsites on Margarita and Coche 
Islands, Venezuela

Andrzej T. Antczak, Ma. Magdalena Antczak, Oliver Antczak, and  
Luis A. Lemoine Buffet

1 Introduction

The frantic nature of the contact period followed by the unrelenting forging of 
quotidian colonial realities brought dramatic changes to indigenous peoples 
across the Americas. Each of these phases assumed specific social expres-
sions and pulsated with diverse regional tempos. Undeniably, some threads 
that interconnected indigenous populations of the late precolonial times 
were  irreversibly severed during the contact period. Other links survived and 
underwent various processes of transformation. Along the Venezuelan coast 
and the parallel chain of Southeastern Caribbean islands, the  arrival of the 
Europeans had categorical consequences. It cut off or thoroughly transformed 
traditional circuits of exchange and spheres of interaction which crossed 
boundaries of archaeologically defined precolonial cultures and united 
 diverse –  protohistorically known – linguistic and ethnic units (Amodio 1991; 
Antczak and Antczak 2006; Biord Castillo 1985; Biord Castillo and Arvelo 2007; 
Heinen and García-Castro 2000; Henley 1985; Perera 2000; Scaramelli and Tar-
ble de Scaramelli 2005; Tiapa 2008). Although little is known about the nature 
of the  social processes behind the scene, there is some persuasive archaeo-
logical evidence of their operation in the late precolonial and early colonial 
 Venezuelan  Caribbean (Antczak and Antczak 2015a, 2015b; Antczak et al. 2015;  
Rivas 2001).

Northeastern Venezuela is exceptionally well-suited for archaeological re-
search into the encounter of differing material cultures and socio-cultural 
transformations in early colonial settings. Since the early sixteenth century, 
the Spanish were present in this area on the barren island of Cubagua sur-
rounded by extensive pearl oyster beds. There, the town of Nueva Cádiz was of-
ficially founded in 1528. Ever since then, facts and fictions about this town and 
its inhabitants have played an important role in Venezuelan historiography 
and anthropology; they have also stirred the imagination of artists. The ‘story’ 
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of Cubagua has played an important role in the (re)formulations of national 
identity in Venezuela (e.g., Armand 2017; ipc 2009; Suárez 2014).

However, for all its impact on present-day culture, the intricacies of early 
sixteenth-century Cubagua remained only superficially disclosed by archae-
ologists. When excavations were carried out on this island in the 1950s they 
left behind more questions than answers. The overarching goal of the research 
backing up this chapter is to thoroughly recontextualize the town of Nueva 
Cádiz de Cubagua. This is achieved based on new archaeological data from 
our fieldwork on the islands of Margarita and Coche (Figure 7.1). This data is 
further compared with the information obtained during the study of collec-
tions from Nueva Cádiz, currently held in Venezuelan and North American 
museums. All this data is also contextualized within the large body of infor-
mation amassed during the long-term Venezuelan Islands Archaeology Project 
directed by the first two authors since 1983, allowing for the construction of a 
solid late-precolonial backdrop and further critical evaluation of early colo-
nial disentanglements, inceptions and transformations (Antczak and Antczak 
2015). These activities are part of the erc-Synergy project NEXUS1492 led by 
the Faculty of Archaeology, Leiden University in collaboration with several 
Venezuelan institutions.

In this chapter, we critically merge the archaeological data, documentary 
sources, and the ecology of the pearl oyster in order to provide a novel under-
standing of the socionatural conditioning of the earliest colonial settlements 
on the islands of Margarita, Coche and Cubagua. This chapter opens with a his-
torical contextualization of Nueva Cádiz reviewing previous investigations in 
the area. Next it discusses the results of the research conducted by the authors. 
Broad interpretations of early colonial campsites together with suggestions for 
future research conclude this chapter.

2 Nueva Cádiz de Cubagua: History and Research Antecedents

Cubagua’s pearls achieved European notoriety after Christopher Columbus’ 
third voyage to the New World in 1498. He was stunned by the natural abun-
dance of pearls and their widespread use as indigenous body ornaments, and 
baptized northeastern Venezuelan region as the Gulf of Pearls (Golfo de las 
Perlas) (Colón [1498]1997, 79–80; de Las Casas 1981, 31). Columbus’ letter to the 
Catholic Monarchs of Spain, Ferdinand and Isabella, spread the news across 
Europe (del Verde [1499]1989; Cantino [1501]1989) and attracted a throng of 
sailors to the region, also called the Coast or Island(s) of Pearls (Castellanos 
[1589]1987; de Las Casas 1997; del Verde [1499]1989; Fernández de Oviedo 
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[1535]1986; Mártir de Anglería [1530]1988; López de Gómara [1552]1988). Voy-
ages as early as 1499 by Alonso de Ojeda, Amerigo Vespucci, Pedro Alonso Niño 
and Cristóbal Guerra procured detailed information about the feasibility of 
pearl ‘businesses’ (Donkin 1998, 314–315; Sauer 1966; Zubiri 2002). The exploita-
tion of this resource began soon after.
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Figure 7.1 Islands and sites. Top: Margarita, Coche, and Cubagua Islands in the Caribbean; 
bottom: sites referred to in this chapter
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In 1521, the previously existing cluster of temporary campsites (or rancherías 
as they were called in documentary sources) was converted into an asiento 
or administrative seat. In 1526, the asiento became the villa or town hall of 
 Santiago de Cubagua (Cunnil Grau 2004, 60), and on the 12th of September 
1528, the Cédula Real (Royal Decree) proclaimed the foundation of the ciudad 
(town/city) of Nueva Cádiz (Otte 1977, 87). After a decade of prosperity, the 
yields of Cubagua pearls dwindled and a frenetic, but ultimately unsuccess-
ful, search for new oyster beds was performed on almost all of the Venezu-
elan islands (Arellano Moreno 1950, 180; Ramos 1976, 179–207). By 1538, a new 
campsite of pearl fishers from Cubagua was established in Cabo de La Vela 
in present-day Colombia, some 1000 km to the west (González 2002; Guerra 
Curvelo 1997; Vásquez 1989). Farther away still, pearls had also begun to be ex-
ploited in the Pearl Islands in Panama (Camargo 1983; Cipriani et al. 2008) and 
in Baja California (Gerhard 1956). By the early 1540s the town of Nueva Cádiz 
had been abandoned (Vila 1948; see also Vela Cossio and García Hermida 2014).

All in all, Amerindian slaves, pearls and gold, in addition to the quotidian 
‘bartering’ or just forceful stealing of staple foods from the indigenous peoples 
(maize, cassava and other foodstuffs), triggered and sustained Spanish interest 
in the exploration and conquest of the northeastern part of South American 
Tierra Firme through the initial decades of the sixteenth century (Arcila Farias 
1946, 1983; Arellano Moreno 1950; Jiménez 1986; Vila 1978).

This eventful period of Venezuelan history has generated much scholarly 
work in Venezuelan historiography and anthropology (Ayala Lafée-Wilbert 
and Wilbert 2011; Boulton 1961; Brito Figueroa 1966; Cervigón 1997, 1998a; 
 Cunnil Grau 1993, 2004; Gabaldón Márquez 1988; Morón 1954; Otte 1961, 1977; 
 Rodríguez Velásquez 2017; Rojas 2008; Sanoja Obediente and Vargas  Arenas 
1999; Velázquez 1956; Vila 1961, 1963, 1978). Topics related to the rowdy and bois-
terous social life of this early town nourished Venezuelan literature (Azócar 
de Campos 2009; Nuñez 1988; Pacheco et al. 2006) and cinematography (e.g. 
 Arreaza-Camero 1993), and stirred up the imagination of sixteenth-century en-
gravers (Champlain 1989; de Bry 1990; O’Brian 1996).

However, despite Cubagua’s near omnipresence in Venezuelan narratives, 
these are characterized by three important drawbacks: (1) the heavy emphasis 
placed on Spanish deeds known from documentary sources; (2) the paucity 
of archaeologically grounded interpretations where Amerindian and African 
 social actors may yet become visible and endowed with agency; and (3) the 
emphasis on early colonial urban spaces and lack of studies on the indigenous 
depopulation and desettlement and European resettlement of non-urban 
scapes on the islands of Margarita, Coche and Cubagua after 1498. These con-
straints contribute to the perpetuation of flawed, incomplete and unidirec-
tional grand narratives.
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Although several documents from the early sixteenth century mention 
the presence of Spanish huts and, later, buildings and urbanized spaces on 
 Cubagua Island, the archaeological evidence of these phenomena was for a 
long time understudied. In Nueva Cádiz as in the surrounding region, due to 
the imposition of colonial regimes, indigenous peoples and European new-
comers were involved in myriad new entanglements in which ethnic, linguis-
tic, racial, gender and other social statuses were often violently redefined in 
everyday ‘civilizing’ practices (e.g., Deagan 2003; Gosden 2004; Silliman 2015; 
Voss and Casella 2012). The ever-changing nature, dynamics and intensities 
of these processes inspired international researchers to work on the topic, es-
sentially drawing from rich documentary sources (Bénat Tachot 2015; Dawson 
2006; Helmer 1962; Idyll 1965; Mosk 1938; Orche 2009; Perri 2009; Quiévreux 
1900; Warsh 2010, 2018; Willis 1976, 1980; Woodruff Stone 2014). The pearl fish-
ery was also approached by historical ecologists (Cipriani et al. 2010; MacK-
enzie et al. 2003; Romero 2003; Romero et al. 1999). But despite the evident 
remains of Nueva Cádiz lying in the sands of Cubagua (Rugil 1892), archaeol-
ogy was long silent. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Leonard Dal-
ton (1912, 183–184) summarized this situation well by arguing that on Cubagua  
‘…diligent search and delving will reveal relicts of the fifteenth-century [this is 
an error; it should be sixteenth century] settlement [and yet] … nothing seems 
to have been done in the way of archaeological excavation….’

The needed excavations were finally carried out in the second half of the 
1950s by José Maria Cruxent and his collaborators; but these only half-opened 
a fascinating Pandora’s Box (Cruxent 1955, 1964, 1969, 1972, 1980; Cruxent and 
Rolando 1961; Cruxent and Rouse 1958; Ferris 1991; Goggin 1960, 1968; Lister 
and Lister 1974; Rouse and Cruxent 1963; Vaz and Cruxent 1978; Vila 1961; Willis 
1976, 1980; Wing 1961). According to Cruxent (1972), the cultural strata in the 
ruins of Nueva Cádiz lay only at a shallow level. We confirmed this shallow-
ness by analyzing the annotations made by John Goggin who accompanied 
Cruxent in his initial excavation in December of 1954 as well as the data at-
tached to the objects that are currently held in the Museum of Natural History 
in Gainesville and in the Peabody Museum at Yale University in New Haven. In 
general, the maximum depth of the excavation was 40 cm but approximately 
98% of all excavated units reached only the depth of 15 cm. This resolution 
precludes any clear-cut spatial or temporal discrimination among the differ-
ent categories of Amerindian materials from: (1) precolonial times (pre-1498); 
(2) post-Contact but pre-Nueva Cádiz times (1498–1528); (3) the time span of 
the town of Nueva Cádiz (1528–1542); and (4) post-1542 to the end of the six-
teenth century. In addition, there is no doubt that Nueva Cádiz’s boisterous 
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lives  taking place on the sandy surface of a semi-deserted island contributed 
to the daily intermingling of the archaeological materials entrapped in the 
shallow superficial strata. The postdepositional processes that could bias the 
original deposition include centuries of almost uninterrupted human tran-
sit across the ruins associated with trampling, building, transporting loads, 
 preparing and repairing fishing gear, disposing of rubbish, goat roaming, and 
looting. These processes acted together with natural agents such as winds, 
tropical storms, salinity, high temperatures, and the bioturbation produced by 
land crabs (Cardisoma guanhumi and Gecarcinus ruricola), rabbits (Sylvilagus 
floridanus margaritae), burrowing owls (Athene sp.) and, probably, common 
rats (Rattus sp.). Finally, the archaeological field methods used in the 1950s also 
lacked the microstratigraphical and microcontextual approach, and fine-mesh  
sieving.

Despite the above weaknesses, some of the intricacies of the contact pe-
riod on Cubagua began to be illuminated by Cruxent and Rouse (1958) within 
the perspective of the historical-cultural chronology of north- eastern Venezu-
ela. Close to the La Aduana Archaic Age shellmidden (its beginnings date to 
4150±80 BP), Cruxent and Rouse (1958, 1, 112) found a small surface scatter of 
potsherds painted with straight lines that seemed like the Playa Guacuco style 
from Margarita. This scatter was dated to between ca ad 1150 and 1500 and 
classified as a member of the (impoverished) Dabajuroid series from north-
western Venezuela that ‘traveled’ from there through trade. Cruxent and Rouse 
found the Playa Guacuco pottery closely related to the early colonial pottery 
of Nueva Cádiz and to the Los Obispos styles, which purportedly developed 
subsequently in situ on Cubagua Island.

In 2008, Aníbal Carballo performed an archaeological survey on Cubagua 
aimed at reconstructing the changing cultural landscapes of the island. Al-
though 36 new sites and 27 isolated features were added to the archaeologi-
cal map of this island, the survey confirmed the scarcity of Saladoid pottery 
(Carballo 2014, 16, 79–80, Plano 13; 2017). This singularity was also confirmed by 
unsystematic surveys conducted on Cubagua by the authors in 2014. Carballo 
(2014, Planos 14, 15, p. 66, Lám. 25, p. 152) further reported only a small number 
of Playa Guacuco potsherds and found one potsherd assigned to the Krasky 
style from Los Roques Archipelago, pertaining to the Valencioid series from 
north-central Venezuela. Some new data related to the first religious sanctuary 
of Nueva Cádiz and its cemetery has also been yielded by excavations carried 
out between 2007 and 2008 by the archaeologist Jorge Armand (2017). Our re-
search into the early colonial settlements on Margarita, Coche and Cubagua 
began to take shape based on the above-outlined scenario.
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3 Surveys of Early Colonial Sites on Margarita and Coche Islands

Searching for the archaeological signatures of sixteenth-century campsites, in 
2014 we carried out initial surveys of the heavily populated town of Punta de 
Piedras on Margarita Island as well as in the surroundings of the ruins of Nueva 
Cádiz de Cubagua. These attempts produced archaeologically unsatisfactory 
results. Therefore, our attention moved eastwards towards the southeastern 
coast of Margarita and to Coche Island where four pedestrian archaeological 
surveys were undertaken throughout 2015 and 2016. These included systematic 
monitoring of surface in a strip of ca 500 m along the coasts and the excava-
tion of test pits and small trenches. In the next sections we focus on material 
remains recovered at two sixteenth-century sites: La Tortuguita on Margarita 
and El Guamache on Coche Island.

3.1 Margarita Island
3.1.1 Documentary Sources
The number of early historical sources related to the southeastern Margarita is 
very limited. Subero (1996, 132), drawing from unspecified documents, assures 
that the first dwellings were erected by European pearl seekers not only on 
Cubagua but also on the southeastern coast of Margarita as early as August of 
1509. Some other sources put the origin of rancherías on Cubagua at the very 
beginning of the sixteenth century (Benzoni [1565]1991, 570). This early origin, 
however, was erroneously attributed to de Las Casas’s time-independent state-
ment (de Las Casas 1981, 25). Here, we use the date of 1516 as the documentarily 
supported origin of the early Spanish rancherías on Cubagua (Otte 1977, 87). 
Nonetheless, we are aware that the gargantuan profits offered by the bountiful 
pearl oyster beds drew European pearl seekers to these islands very soon after 
the year 1500.

3.1.2 Archaeological Evidence
The “Punta Mosquito” site on Margarita was mentioned by Theodoor de Booy 
(1916, 11–12) as “a favourite abode of the aborigines.” We presume that he did 
not refer exactly to the site that currently bears that name on the most south-
eastern point of Margarita, because it shows a rather inhospitable environ-
ment to be an “abode.” De Booy (1916, Figure 3) further stated that pearl oyster 
shell deposits found on the shore dunes at “Punta Mosquito” and interspersed 
by layers of ash could be interpreted as the remains “from early Spanish pearl 
fisheries.” According to our surveys, these shell deposits had to be situated 
to the west of Punta Mosquito, somewhere between the El Manglillo and El 
Yaque sites (Figure 7.1b). Towards Punta Mosquito, the coast not only is barren 
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and hardly accessible to canoes but farther to the east – especially around the 
La Tortuguita site – colonial remains are very abundant, visible on the ground 
surface and cannot go unnoticed.

Cruxent and Rouse (1958, 1, 117) mentioned “Punta Mosquito” and the ar-
chaeological site of “Los Mayas” on the southeastern coast of Margarita. This 
site, pointed out in the first volume of the above referenced publication, cor-
responds, most probably, to the “Las Maras” site that is marked on the map pro-
vided in the second volume (Cruxent and Rouse 1958, 2, Figure 11). There, the 
“Las Maras” site is adjacent to “Punta Mosquito,” the southeasternmost tip of 
the island. We conclude that it is this site that coincides with the La Tortuguita 
site that was found during our surveys. Cruxent and Rouse (1958, i, 117) further 
stated that Las Maras yielded some European pottery from the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries and assigned it to the Obispo style (post-Nueva Cádiz 
dated to ca 1622–1640; but see Cruxent and Vaz 1978, 369). However, they recog-
nized that scarce European materials found in this and other surface scatters 
across the Macanao Peninsula (the western part of Margarita), at the Güiri-
güire (eastern Margarita), and in Guamache on the island of Coche, all includ-
ed by them in the Obispo style, may in fact be classified in future research as 
an independent style (Cruxent and Rouse 1958, 1, 117–118). The only decoration 
found on the associated (possibly) transformative ceramic materials consists 
of rectangular or tubular appendixes or false handles applied to the shoulders 
of the vessels (Cruxent 1980, 174; Cruxent and Rouse 1958, 1, 118)

Our surveys yielded new archaeological data from several colonial sites lo-
cated on Margarita and Coche islands. But before turning to discuss in more 
detail the sites of La Tortuguita (Margarita) and Guamache (Coche), let us 
briefly introduce the related sites of El Manglillo and El Yaque (Margarita) 
whose locations were indicated to us by Mr. Luis Lemoine (Fundación Arca, 
Caracas) (Figure 7.1b). They were surveyed in 2015 with Luis Lemoine, Cecilia 
Ayala and Pedro Rivas (Fundación La Salle de Ciencias Naturales, Caracas), 
and Werner Wilbert (Instituto Venezolano de Investigaciones Científicas, Ca-
racas). The El Manglillo site features a series of dune formations covered with 
xerophytic plants and is crosscut by deep ravines conducting rainwater to the 
sea. Fragments of Spanish olive jars and Columbia Plain dishes dated to the 
first half of the sixteenth century and sherds of coarse earthenware, probably 
of local transcultural production, were recovered on the dunes (Luis Lemoine, 
personal communication 2015). Test pits of 1x1 m were excavated but only one 
trench of 2x9 m situated on the slope of a large dune revealed a cultural lay-
er at a depth between 20 and 65 cm. It yielded ceramic materials like those 
found on the surface as well as bivalve shells, fish vertebrae, and the features 
of four hearths. These fireplaces could easily be seen from the sea as well as 
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from  inland both day and night indicating that the camp was not a clandestine 
location. The environmental characteristics of the El Yaque site, located on the 
western border of Laguna de Las Marites, are similar to those of El Manglillo. 
A test pit of 2x1 m and a small trench of 2x5 m were excavated revealing a cul-
tural layer of greyish sand at a depth between 15 and 35 cm. Hearths are absent. 
Ceramic materials are overtly like those found at El Manglillo. Small patches 
of bivalve shells show rather marginal dependence on locally available marine 
resources. The mandible of a non-local deer (Odocoileus virginianus) suggests 
that game was brought from the adjacent mainland. El Manglillo and El Yaque 
most probably did not host a well-established group of rancherías, but rep-
resented the remains of recurrent encampments under the open sky taking 
advantage of the benign climate and sandy seacoast. These camps may be a 
result of intense mobility on the part of largely ‘amicable’ indigenous peoples 
who interacted with the Spanish in pearl fishery provisioning. They indicate 
a rather ‘safe’ atmosphere that, according to Juan de Castellanos ([1589]1987, 
120–123), a resident of Nueva Cádiz, characterized the Spanish emplacements 
on Margarita in the 1520s and 1530s.

The site of La Tortuguita is located between the modern settlement of La Is-
leta and Punta El Mosquito (Figure 7.1b). To the north, a sandy shore gives way 
to hypersaline lagoons that produce salt. Behind the saltpans, the terrain rises 
slightly and undulates with small hills cut by ravines serving as cones of ejec-
tion for sporadic but heavy rains. The vegetation is largely xerophytic (Campos 
and Guzmán 2002); firewood and permanent freshwater reservoirs are absent 
(Rojas 2010). The terrain is hardly apt for agriculture and except for rabbits 
and snakes, the land fauna is poor. We cautiously assume – until new, espe-
cially paleobotanical, evidence can test the matter – that similar semi-deserted 
conditions existed in this area during the sixteenth century. Several surface 
scatters of sixteenth-century pottery and other materials were found dispersed 
in patches across one square kilometer at this site (Figure 7.2d, e). Test pits 
showed that the material may be found to a depth of 15–25 cm. This fact, to-
gether with the discovery of one fragment of Spanish stucco or plaster, makes 
us confident that postholes and hearths of sixteenth-century rancherías and 
probably later estancias, or homesteads, are possible finds in future research.

The surveys at La Tortuguita yielded hundreds of archaeological remains. 
The quantity and variety of pottery shows a wide range of techniques and 
decorative motifs ascribed to European along with Amerindian manufacture 
 (Figures 7.3–7.5). There are also possible transcultural or hybrid wares that 
seem to contain both European and Amerindian characteristics (Figure 7.5 d–
f). Future analytical scrutiny may also identify elements of African origin. The 
presence of more permanent dwelling structures may further be strengthened 
by the recovery of stone grinding tools (manos and metates), ceramic griddles, 
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Figure 7.2 Sites and materials: (a) ruins of Nueva Cádiz town in 2014, Cubagua; (b) coat 
of arms of Nueva Cádiz, stone, Museo de Nueva Cádiz, Asunción, Margarita; 
(c) large tripod vessel with red-slipped upper body part, found in Nueva Cádiz 
in 1950s, probably Amerindian pottery but of undefined stylistic affiliation, 
height 28.5 cm, Museo Marino, Punta de Piedras, Margarita; (d) view from La 
Tortuguita westwards to Punta Mosquitos, Margarita; (e) scatter of Spanish 
pottery, La Tortuguita, Margarita; (f) abandoned dam with ‘old’ stony foundations, 
Guamache, Coche; (g) scatter of Spanish olive jar fragments, Guamache, Coche
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Figure 7.3 Selection of primarily sixteenth-century European ceramics from Margarita, 
la Tortuguita, and Güiri-güire, Venezuela (surveys 2014–2016): (a) linear Blue 
Morisco Ware, plato (plate), Seville, prob. pre-1550 due to well-defined angle 
between the rim and the center of the interior surface; (b) Mottled Blue Morisco 
Ware, jarro (jug), Seville, ca. 1550–1625; (c) Decorated Blue Morisco Ware, jarro, 
Seville, ca. 1550–1625; (d), Decorated Blue Morisco Ware, cuenco (bowl), Seville, 
ca. 1550–1625; (e) Plain White Morisco Ware, plato, Seville, pre-1550 due to marked 
central boss and well-defined angle between the rim and the center of the interior 
surface; (f) Plain White Morisco Ware with Green Edge, cuenco, Seville, prob. 
pre-1550; (g) Decorated Blue Morisco Ware, plato, Seville, ca. 1550–1625; (h) Plain 
Blue Morisco Ware, escudilla or albarello, Seville, ca. 1500–1570; (i) Decorated 
Blue Morisco Ware, cuenco, Seville, ca. 1550–1625; (j) Plain White Morisco Ware, 
escudilla, Seville, prob. pre-1550; (k) Lead-glazed red earthenware, plato, prob. 
Seville, prob. sixteenth century; (l) Plain White Morisco Ware, plato, Seville, 
pre-1550, with possible owner’s/user’s mark on back; (m) Spanish botija (olive 
jar) with incised mark on shoulder; (n) Spanish botija rim with impressed mark, 
Seville, sixteenth to mid-seventeenth century; (o) Spanish green lead-glazed 
cantimplora, Seville, pre-1550; (p) Spanish botija rim with disk-shaped botija 
sherds probably used as stoppers, Seville, sixteenth to mid-seventeenth century; 
(q) perforated triangular Spanish botija fragment, Güiri-güire
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Figure 7.4 Selection of late sixteenth/seventeenth-century materials from Margarita, 
La Tortuguita site, Venezuela (surveys 2014–2016): (a) Ligurian berettino 
majolica, with calligrafico a volute design, bowl, late sixteenth to first quarter of 
seventeenth century; (b-f) Ligurian berettino majolica, plate, late sixteenth to first 
quarter of seventeenth century; (g) Ligurian berettino majolica, with calligrafico 
a volute design, bowl, late sixteenth to first quarter of seventeenth century; (h) 
possibly Portuguese Blue on White faience, plate, 1625–1650; (i) Seville Blue 
on White ware, plato, late sixteenth to mid-seventeenth century; (j) Ligurian 
berettino majolica, bowl, late sixteenth to first quarter of seventeenth century; 
(k) Ligurian Blue on White majolica, plate, second half of sixteenth to first half 
of seventeenth century; (l) fragment of lithic metate; (m) Ligurian Blue on White 
majolica, plate, second half of sixteenth to first half of seventeenth century; (n) 
polychrome lead-glazed graffita tarda, plate, Pisa, ca. 1550–1650; (o) lithic mano 
(grinding stone/percutor); (p) flattened copper-alloy thimble; (q) fragment of 
hand-blown blue glass with painted white enamel, prob. Venetian, sixteenth or 
seventeenth century
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Figure 7.5 Indigenous transformative wares (sixteenth–seventeenth century) and  criollo-
ware (eighteenth–nineteenth century) from Margarita, Venezuela (for localities 
see Figure 7.1 [bottom]): (a) large indigenous cooking olla, La Tortuguita, prob. 
sixteenth or seventeenth century; (b) wavy-shaped and externally red-slipped 
rim, open bowl, Las Tejitas, prob. eighteenth–nineteenth century; (c) open bowl 
rim, incised on lip’s internal side, a small knob or false handle on shoulder, La 
Tortuguita, prob. sixteenth or seventeenth century; (d) bulbous pellet applied to 
the shoulder of  red-slipped indigenous bowl, La Tortuguita, prob. sixteenth or 
seventeenth century; (e) fragment of large restricted bowl, perforated and with 
copper wire attached to it, La Tortuguita, sixteenth–nineteenth century; (f) wavy 
strip or ‘false’ handle applied around the shoulder of open bowl, El Manglillo, 
prob. eighteenth–nineteenth century (similar decoration still produced by potters 
in El Cercado, Margarita); (g) wavy protuberance with digital impressions, Las 
Tejitas, prob. nineteenth century; (h, k) possible false handles, Las Tejitas, prob. 
nineteenth century; (i-j) bulbous pellets on shoulders of large restricted bowls, 
La Tortuguita, sixteenth–nineteenth century
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and many spatially concentrated fragments of olive jars presumably reused to 
store freshwater. These artifacts accounting for food preparation and consump-
tion rather than food procurement indicate that the staple food was brought 
rather than produced in situ. The absence of metal tools compared to the pres-
ence of multifunctional indigenous tools made of quartz indicates that Amer-
indian peoples inhabited the La Tortuguita site together with the Spanish (pen-
insulares and criollos), and probably also with enslaved Africans and mestizos

All these characteristics may have met the requirements of the early colo-
nial pearl fishery rancherías but the occupation of La Tortuguita site lasted 
much longer. European pottery reveals that the occupation of this site could 
have started contemporaneously with Nueva Cádiz, i.e., somewhere in the 
early 1520s. It continued across the colonial times, far beyond the demise of 
Nueva Cádiz in the early 1540s. A map from 1661 drawn by the Spanish mili-
tary engineer Juan Betin depicts some forms of habitation west of Punta El 
Mosquito that could coincide with the La Tortuguita site (Nectario Maria 1960, 
131–136). Also, fragments of blue shell-edged whiteware, red clay pipes, and 
nineteenth-century case bottles collected during our surveys indicate that this 
site was still inhabited or temporarily frequented during the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries (von Humboldt [1814–1825]1995). Fishery of the pearl 
oysters in front of Punta Mosquitos and on Coche was active between 1845 
and 1850s (Quiévreux 1900, 446). Through time, the settlement at La Tortuguita 
would have gradually lost its initially purely temporal character, which was 
akin to some other encampments on Margarita before 1536 (Cunnil Grau 2004, 
63). According to the documents its occupation would fluctuate according to 
the erratic pearl fishery. It would become more permanently inhabited as it 
transitioned into a multifunctional colonial ranch (estancia), or it could even 
have been temporarily abandoned. Remarkably, the persistent presence at al-
most all surveyed sites of hand-coiled coarse red earthenware indicates the 
continuous use of locally made pottery (cerámica criolla). Some of its forms 
and decoration derived from the town of Nueva Cádiz, persisted in the post-
Nueva Cádiz rancherías, and seem to be still alive today in the locally made 
traditional pottery from El Cercado in Margarita (Acosta Saignes 1964; Gómez 
2004, 160–162, 184; Ocanto and Baptista 1998) as well as from Manicuare, near 
Cumaná on the adjacent mainland coast (Ginés et al. 1946).

The elements that would have been deemed attractive and, therefore, 
could have pulled sixteenth-century settlers into the La Tortuguita site, were 
the proximity to (1) harbors and sandy shores; (2) pearl oyster beds; (3) fish-
ing and mollusk-gathering grounds; (4) saltpans; and (5) pasture for goats. 
Also, the visibility from the hilly terrain towards both the sea and the inte-
rior of  Margarita would have permitted the monitoring of the seascape traffic 
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between  Margarita,  Coche, Cubagua and the mainland. However, fresh provi-
sions such as fruits, vegetables, meat and water had to be brought by canoes or 
accessed from inland localities of Margarita.

3.2 Coche Island
3.2.1 Documentary Sources
The Island of Coche appears in Spanish documents beginning in mid-1520. On 
the 27th of August, 1520, the Spanish Crown granted a license to Juan de Cárde-
nas to “establish the seat of the barter of pearls [asiento de rescate] in Cubagua, 
[and] to get pearls on Coche [Island] and in Punta de Araya [on the adjacent 
mainland]” (Subero 1996, 143). On July 28th, 1526, the island was entrusted 
(encomendada) to Juan López de Archuleta (Subero 1996, 127), a member of 
the elite in Nueva Cádiz and the owner of two pearl fishing canoes (señor de 
dos canoas) (Otte 1977, 50). The Cédula Real of this assignment describes an 
island called Conche, a name derived from the Spanish name concha (shell) 
and not, as suggested by Bartolomé de Las Casas (1981, 32), from a small local 
deer still abundant on this island during late colonial times (von Humboldt 
[1814–1825]1995, 74). The island was “[F]rom 2 to 3 leagues around, uninhabited 
and without being previously entrusted to any other person, and because he 
[Archuleta] wanted to have in it his cultivation, animal and cattle breeding 
and other husbandry in order to provide provisions for his farmhouse and [for 
the benefit] of that island” (Otte 1961, 12–13). In 1799, Alexander von Humboldt 
([1814–1825]1995, 47) was informed by local indigenous informants that Coche 
“…had never been inhabited [by the indigenous peoples].”

In 1529, according to the letter that Diego Caballero (resident of Nueva 
Cádiz) sent to King Carlos v, rich pearl oyster beds were discovered close to 
Coche (Morón 1954; Pinto 1967; Subero 1996, 46). During solely the month of 
January 1529, more than 1,500 marks (12,000 ounces) of pearls, the equivalent 
of over 17 million carats, were gathered from the pearl beds of Coche (Galtsoff 
1950, 4). By this year, other Spaniards already had granjerías (husbandry opera-
tions, in this case dedicated to pearl fishing) on Coche and some royal officials 
were already established there (Otte 1961, 108–110). In June of 1529, the Queen 
wrote that Hernando Carmona, the bailiff (Alguacil Mayor) of Nueva Cádiz, 
had informed her that because of the discovery of rich oyster beds, many peo-
ple who lived in Nueva Cádiz town had moved to Coche. Carmona even asked 
the Court for permission to use the title of Alguacil Mayor of Cubagua on Co-
che (Subero 1996, 104). A month later, probably as the result of the burgeoning 
pearl boom, the Court unveiled immediate plans for the establishment of a 
“village of Christians” (pueblo de cristianos) on Coche including the services of 
a clerk and a village council (Subero 1996, 112). The new oyster beds were large, 
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and their discovery was not a short-lived boom. Still by 1573, the bishop Fray 
Pedro de Agreda was informing the Crown that Coche was benefitted by its 
“generous” pearl oyster beds (Agreda [1581]1964; Subero 1996, 199).

Drawing from these documentary sources, it becomes clear that specific 
sectors of Coche Island were visited by Europeans from the early 1520s, if not 
before. Later, these sites were populated by the owners of the canoes (señores 
de las canoas) plus their Amerindian slaves and household servants (naborías). 
As Nueva Cádiz de Cubagua was the only Spanish town in northeastern Vene-
zuela during the first decades of the sixteenth century, the earliest settlements 
on Coche Island most probably took the form of rancherías of pearl fishers.

3.2.2 Archaeological Evidence
During the survey of Coche Island, we located a few Archaic through Ceramic 
Age sites and materials which are currently under analysis. The only sixteenth-
century site was found in Guamache. Overly, the archaeological evidence on 
Coche is very scarce compared to other Venezuelan islands (Antczak and 
 Antczak 2006).

The Guamache site, briefly mentioned by Cruxent and Rouse (1958, vol. i, 
117, vol. 2, Figure 7), yielded some European pottery assigned to the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries and classified as belonging to the Obispo style. It is 
located on the southeastern shore and close to the largest contemporary ar-
tisanal fishery port on this island (Figure 7.1b). Similar to La Tortuguita, the 
terrain is hilly, covered by xerophytic vegetation and cut by deep ravines. The 
location of the port is privileged: boats can be safely beached there, contrary 
to the rather cliffy windward coast to the northeast. One of the site’s great as-
sets is that the deep ravines could be easily connected and closed by a simple 
dam fashioned to conserve the freshwater (Figure 7.2d). Today abandoned, the 
dam still presents its stony structure with bases that may date to colonial times 
when settlers could also have stored up freshwater in this manner. However, 
an unquestionable signature of the existence of such a dam in early colonial 
times did not emerge in our survey even if the dam lies only a few hundred me-
ters from the seashore and from the hilltop where the archaeological remains 
were found. The southern slope of the hill closest to the port contained scatters 
of Spanish olive jars and majolica (Figure 7.2e). Three test pits of 1x1m exca-
vated on this slope provided no evidence whatsoever of a cultural layer under 
the surface. Yet we continue to presume that the hilltop may still contain some 
structural remains (e.g. postholes, remains of adobe walls) of earlier rancherías 
which could have been established here in or near the 1520s. Some cultivation 
of land and grazing (mainly goats) could have been carried out in the past 
on the slopes of the hills. Their tops could, at the same time, have provided a 
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fresher climate while offering ample strategic views towards the surrounding 
seascape and the mainland coast. All these locational advantages might have 
been attractive to early colonial settlers.

4 Pearl Oyster Ecology Comes to the Fore

The marine conditions between the islands of Margarita, Coche and Cubagua 
and the mainland peninsulas of Araya and Paria, conditions featuring seasonal 
upwellings bringing deep cold waters rich in nutrients to the surface (Villami-
zar and Cervigón 2017), have been indicated as highly beneficial for the thriv-
ing of mollusk communities – especially large pearl oysters (Pinctada radiata) 
(Capelo and Buitrago 1998). The abundance of these mollusks in the local wa-
ters shines important light on the study of human-environment interactions 
some of which might have been anthropogenically manipulated during the 
contact period (MacKenzie et al. 2003). In fact, ecologists have documented 
the existence of large pearl oyster beds along the coasts of Cubagua where an 
early sixteenth-century pearl fishery flourished (Carballo 2014, Lám. 47, p. 165; 
Romero 2003; Romero et al. 1999; Tagliafico et al. 2012). Large oyster popula-
tions were also indicated off the southeastern coasts of Margarita and Coche 
(Romero 2003, Figure 2). Statistical information collected during the 1930s and 
1940s (Donkin 1998, Map 38; Galstoff 1950, Figure 1 and Table 2) documented 
pearl oyster beds facing the sites of Los Mosquitos, La Isleta, and El Yaque on 
the southeastern coast of Margarita, and fronting the southeastern coast of Co-
che. Salaya and Salazar (1972, Tables 1, 12, 17, Maps 1, 3, 4, 6, 8–10, 13) compiled 
pearl oyster fishery data collected between 1946 and 1969. These data show 
the persistent importance of the above-mentioned oyster beds. It is very im-
portant for this research to emphasize that the current location of rich pearl 
oyster beds coincides with the data provided by the early colonial documen-
tary sources. This indicates the persistence of these beds in question across five 
centuries. Our research underlines that their current location is adjacent to the 
archaeological sites identified during the recent archaeological surveys. Thus, 
the material culture recovered at the sites of La Tortuguita on Margarita and 
Guamache on Coche (Figures 7.2–7.5), confirms the existence of sixteenth-
century campsites at these sites corresponding to the historically documented 
pearl fishery. These sites might have endured through time, changing their 
character from temporary to permanent and from monofunctional to multi-
functional. The adjacent oyster beds could also have undergone qualitative 
transformations. This has already been noted for the oyster beds at Cubagua. 
There, once-enormous aggregations of pearl oyster have been largely replaced 
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by Turkey Wing (Arca zebra), the species currently more profitable for its pro-
tein content (Casas et al. 2015; Cervigón 1997, 1998a, 1998b; Hernández-Ávila  
et al. 2013).

5 Concluding Remarks and Future Research

The material remains discussed in this chapter were recovered during pedes-
trian surveys and surface collection offering little information about connec-
tions between scattered artifacts. Aware of these constraints, we confronted 
the recovered materials with pertinent documentary data and environmen-
tal and ecological variables. In this way we opened new avenues for further 
inquiry rather than provided final interpretations into the specific forms and 
dynamics of interaction between indigenous, African and European peoples 
and their material culture.

Drawing from the above insights we consider that further research in the 
field should adopt new methodological characteristics. Surveys should look 
to systematic large-scale aerial excavations to discover contextually bounded 
 signatures of housing structures and delineate settlement layouts, in their 
stratigraphic sequences. Understanding the palimpsestic character of the ar-
chaeological deposits may prove especially fruitful at sites such as La Tortugui-
ta and Guamache. This will allow us to bring the sixteenth-century rancherías 
to life and help us understand how, during the twilight of the early town of 
Nueva Cádiz de Cubagua, Spanish power was also expanding over the adjacent 
islands of Margarita and Coche.

Comparisons of the spatial organization of the above discussed sites with 
other similarly excavated colonial contexts in the region may permit the evalu-
ation of transformations in the organizational principles and interactions of 
the pluralistic collectives that inhabited them. Understanding the past vibrant 
lives of what today are potsherds, lithics, glass and metal fragments, animal 
 remains, and hearths scattered across the islandscape is crucial to this intellec-
tual undertaking. However, in this chapter we have only begun to explore how – 
from the archaeological perspective – European and natives co- participated in 
the creation and transformation of larger social trends on the early colonial is-
landscapes of Margarita, Coche, and Cubagua. Further tasks require stretching 
the ‘social imagination,’ which must be in agreement with soundly recovered, 
identified and dated material culture that is itself in constant juxtaposition 
with documentary sources and environmental variables.

Accurate identification and dating of the recovered materials is essential. 
This chapter places special emphasis on determining the origin of European 
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wares due to the necessity of dating the occupation of identified campsites 
and discussing their co-existence, or lack thereof, with the town of Nueva 
Cádiz. While analyzing the materials found at the colonial site of Maurica 
(near the modern town of Barcelona) currently at the Museum of Natural His-
tory in Gainesville (Rouse and Cruxent 1963, 132, 138–139) we realized that they 
were initially dated to 1620–1640 (Cruxent and Rouse 1958, vol. 1, 202). How-
ever, some of them may date to the sixteenth century (see also Cruxent and Vaz 
1978) and indicate the expansion of Spanish power to the adjacent mainland 
coast during the time of existence of Nueva Cádiz.

Activities such as food provisioning and preparing, freshwater storing, fire-
wood hauling and chopping, fireplace preparing and maintaining, shade and 
rain shelter erecting, post hammering, mollusk crushing, maize and coarse 
salt grinding, fishing net mending, and bartering with close and more dis-
tant neighbors all may have been largely intended human actions. But people 
themselves “are not always engaged in activities that have a clear objective” 
( Thomas 2017, 281). Artifact use at a specific site can be highly ambiguous, and 
often not the one intended by the producer (Silliman 2009, 213–214). We should 
also consider activities which were not merely labor-oriented, those which 
contributed vibrancy and lifelike texture to past human lives. Although such 
activities do not often leave material signatures, nevertheless, talking, praying, 
joking, smoking, resting, gaming, admiring, as well as those activities related 
to sex and hygiene, have formed an important part of ranchería life. None of 
these activities may be considered exclusively related to pearl fishery, but gave 
life to the early colonial rancherías and contributed to their endurance and 
transformation observable through the passing of colonial times.

We have discussed how the early colonial power’s rapacious devouring of 
human and other-than-human resources was operationalized through the 
ranchería campsites and their material culture. The Spaniards were engulfing 
the different groups of indigenous peoples in myriad swiftly shifting scenarios 
of interaction and, at the same time, accumulating the native space in their 
non-native hands. In, around and through the rancherías, the New World was 
being forged by and for both the autochthons and the newcomers. But the 
temporary or seasonal early colonial ranchería as a specific unit of work and 
life has deep precolonial antecedents that precede the symbolic date of 1498 
which marks the Third Voyage of Columbus. Therefore, a sound  understanding 
of the late precolonial backdrop is necessary to study the early colonial disen-
tanglements, transformations and enduring elements concomitant with Euro-
pean arrival.

With the passing of colonial time, some rancherías, such as those at La Tor-
tuguita, may have lost their earliest, largely unifunctional character which de-
rived from the activities related to pearl gathering that permeated  interactions 
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among Spaniards, Amerindians and Africans. The human components of 
these interactions also lost their initially relatively clear-cut ethnic, cultural 
or linguistic distinctions. Human relations then became largely structured by 
the colonially created racial distinctions (e.g. Mira Caballos 1997). Remarkably, 
in northeastern Venezuela, the very first generation of post-Contact Ameri-
cans included such historically renowned mestizos as the conqueror Francisco 
Fajardo who was the son of Doña Isabel – a Guaiquerí Indian woman from 
 Margarita – and the Spanish lieutenant Francisco Fajardo (Ayala Lafée- Wilbert 
and Wilbert 2011; McCorkle 1965). The category of social actors embodied by 
Fajardo should be considered when studying intercultural interactions in 
rancherías, especially in view of the fact that these Spanish-induced settle-
ments of precolonial origin played an important though barely understood 
role in the early political-administrative structure of colonial northeastern 
Venezuela (Castillo Hidalgo 2005, 216).

In fact, we argue that precisely in this region it is in rancherías where the 
origin of several colonial transformations should be sought. They were par 
excellence “transculturation sites” sensu Domínguez (1978). To date, we are 
still unable to say much about the specificities of these interactions and 
transformations but diverse activities (e.g., pearling and goat grazing) could 
have occurred within the same islandscape in multifunctional rancherías, ac-
cording to diversified task distribution and task timing. The extractive colo-
nization so characteristic to early colonial encounters exploited native labor 
and local resources and influenced new habits and thoughts of peoples who 
clearly  coexisted spatially and often shared the materiality referred to in this 
chapter. Acknowledging the latter fact is not to deny the ubiquitous presence 
of unequal power that endorsed further divisions and marginality (Silliman  
2014, 68).

Finally, crucial is the critical interweaving of independent lines of evidence 
stemming from archaeology, archaeometry, archival research, ethnohistory, 
ethnography, experimental research, linguistics, descendant perspectives, 
and oral lore to examine possible convergences and contradictions. Both, the 
Nueva Cádiz town and the rancherías were an integral part of colonial scapes 
and their transformations were influenced by a fluctuating combination of so-
cioenvironmental factors (e.g., Sluyter 2001, 411). In the case of Nueva Cádiz 
town, further research is necessary to examine natural factors such as reduced 
rates of accretion associated with low seawater temperatures and increased 
salinities in the Caribbean during the Little Ice Age that could have played an 
important role in the demise of its pearl fishery (Cipriani et al. 2010). Also, our 
research discussed in this chapter suggests that the ultimate collapse of the 
town may be related to the great versatility of temporary rancherías. The lat-
ter could be a more flexible and convenient spatial means to expand  Spanish 
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colonial influence beyond the stony walls of Nueva Cádiz’ urban structure 
that embodied immobility and rigid centrality. In rancherías shared histories 
were being forged (Harrison 2014) and activities-centered life unfolded (Ingold 
2007). Being the most popular form of settlement persistently utilized across 
the centuries, rancherías continue to thrive along the coasts and on the islands 
of the Southeastern Caribbean to the present day.
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