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Abstract: The availability of freshwater has played a primary role in the settlement of Grenada, 

beginning with Indigenous settlers from South America over 1600 years ago and continues today. 

As a contrast, the islands of the Grenadines, including Carriacou and Petite Martinique, were the 

last places to be settled because they had no year-long rivers or streams and thus settlers had to 

come up with creative ways to access water supply. As we seek to educate and create awareness 

on water use and its conservation among Grenadians, especially in light of the drought of 2024, it 

is important that we know the history of water use across the centuries, across Grenada, Carriacou 

and Petite Martinique. This will allow us to appreciate the way water has been used, regarded and 

appreciated by Grenadians across the centuries, and how understanding that can help us navigate 

thinking about water use today and its conservation as we embark on a future where our water 

supply will become challenging in this era of climate change and changing weather patterns. This 

research seeks to present a brief history of water utilization in Grenada and show its importance as 

a necessity, but also its social implications that are reflected in its culture, even today. 

 

NAWASA public notice following the announcement of a drought in May 2024  
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Introduction 

 

It was the dry season, so the absence of rain was expected for the months between December and 

May, even though there are usually several consequential showers during these months. But the 

dry season of 2024 turned out to be particularly dry, especially towards the end. It had not rained 

for so long that the situation was being referred to as a drought. By the beginning of May 2024 the 

Government of Grenada, following a meeting of the National Emergency Advisory Council, 

officially declared a water crisis as a result of the water shortages experienced (Campbell 2024; 

IFRC 2024). And it was quite evident across the island in the brown hue of the landscape that 

typically characterizes a dry season, not just in the southern parts of the island and the Grenadines 

that usually took on this color, but in other parts of the island as well. The parishes of St. George, 

St. David and St. Andrew, over two-thirds of Grenada, were identified as the primary areas affected 

by the drought (IFRC 2024). The reservoirs and dams connected with Grenada’s water supply 

system were decreasing quickly and the rainy season was still several weeks away. And in this era 

of climate change nothing can be taken for granted, like the rains returning when they are 

traditionally expected in early June, oftentimes even late May. Coupled with this was the heatwave 

that Grenada was also experiencing. 

The sure sign that things were really bad was the images circulating across social media of Grand 

Etang Lake looking like few had ever seen it before. With the water level so low it appeared like 

this often water-filled lake with its surrounding lush vegetation, was actually drying up since its 

use had gone beyond the usual predetermined limits. It was probably the starkest evidence of the 

effects of the dry season and drought, and it brought the message home to many like no other 

notice or official directive could have done. Nonetheless, NAWASA, the National Water and 

Sewage Authority, issued drought warnings and began rationing water across Grenada, restricting 

its use and asking Grenadians to conserve this precious commodity that was now in short supply 

and dwindling fast (Campbell 2024). Many Grenadians became nervous about the situation and 

even a few messages of desperation circulated across social media. In a few communities, despite 

concerted attempts at equitable distribution, taps were shut off for several days as the situation 

worsened. Even the Grenada Development Bank began offering loans for those needing funds to 

procure additional storage for water. 
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Grand Etang Lake before drought (left)/During drought May 2024 (right) 

In times of plenty it is difficult to ask people to conserve and be mindful of how they use a resource. 

But in times of scarcity it is a different discussion as was the case during the dry season of 2024. 

It had been several years (2010) since Grenadians were confronted with drought conditions like 

these; the water supply in the Grenadines is often challenging in the dry season as rainwater 

harvesting is unavailable as very little rain falls. Many seemed to have been taken by surprise by 

what appeared to have been all of a sudden as most people have taken the availability of clean 

water continuously flowing to their taps and tanks for granted. As Grenada’s water supply system 

has seen continuous improvements  and expanded to cater to the growing demand over the past 

few decades many take its availability for granted, leading to wastage and apathy towards 

conservation. Only older Grenadians remember the days when many communities experienced 

water shortages/outages on a regular basis and households had to find innovative ways to procure 

their water. Many households had some form of rainwater harvesting as well as additional storage 

capacity in the form of storage tanks in the most probable event that water will be gone for at least 

a short time. Placing the blame squarely on NAWASA for what many perceived as its inadequate 

what storage capacity, many may have missed the opportunity to realize that enhanced water 

conservation on their part has to be an instrumental part of continuing water supply improvements. 

Corpus Christi is a religious holiday in Grenada. And though many people may be unaware of its 

religious significance, most know that it is the beginning of the traditional planting season and thus 

the start of the rainy season thereafter. Despite the severe drought conditions experienced in April 

to May 2024, there were indications that the expected rains might arrive on time to allow 
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Grenadian farmers to begin their planting as usual. And on the morning of Corpus Christi the island 

received a sustained rain shower that soaked the ground thoroughly, the first in months. Within a 

week of the rain shower the landscape responded with a burst of green growth and the drought of 

2024 was forgotten, though the water scarcity situation remains across the islands until rains 

become more sustained as the rainy season progresses. 

The drought and water scarcity that affected the lives of most Grenadians brought to the forefront 

the importance and need for the availability of potable water in Grenadian society. This has always 

been the case throughout Grenada’s settlement dating to the period of Indigenous occupation, but 

it has probably become more pronounced in our heavily populated communities demanding more 

and better water supply. The drought of 2024 should be viewed as a wake-up call for not just 

NAWASA to create more storage capacity, but all Grenadians to play their part in water 

conservation, beginning now. 

 

The low water level in the Annandale Dam, St. George on 19 May 2024 as a result of now rain 
showers and drought conditions (photo: NAWASA) 
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Stacked Pots, Petroglyphs and Watramama 

Water in the Culture of Grenada’s Indigenous Inhabitants 

 

 

What we know of Indigenous habitation of Grenada we have learned from archaeological and 

historical sources (Hanna 2017; Martin 2013). As new information becomes available so too the 

evolving picture of their occupation of Grenada and Carriacou (Bullen 1964; Fitzpatrick et al. 

2009, 2014; Hanna 2018, 2019; Sutty 1978, 1983, 1991). Human habitation of the Caribbean 

archipelago dates to at least 2000 Before Common Era (BCE) when lithic ground-stone foragers 

from Trinidad and Venezuela are believed to have moved into the Lesser Antilles (Hanna 2018). 

However, no concrete evidence of these (non-ceramic) Archaic Age peoples have been found in 

Grenada to date, though several paleoenvironmental studies have suggested that Grenada was 

probably occupied much earlier (Jones et al. 2018; Siegel et al. 2015). 

Archaeological studies, beginning with Bullen (1964), have revealed a great deal about Grenada’s 

ceramic age inhabitants based on the large quantities of ceramics that have been unearthed at over 

108 identified Indigenous sites across Grenada and Carriacou (Hanna 2017, 2019; Hanna and 

Giovas 2022; Hofman et al. 2016, 2017) (Figure 1). Analyses of ceramics/pottery recovered from 

these sites suggest that at least four distinct periods or cultures existed. Though there is debate on 

who were the groups represented, the archaeological nomenclature defines the various periods as 

Saladoid-Barrancoid (c200-750 Current Era), Troumassan Troumassoid (750-900 CE), Suazan 

Troumassoid (900-1650 CE), and Cayoid (1250-1650). 

These Indigenous cultures, in occupying Grenada and Carriacou, established settlements primarily 

along the coasts as illustrated in Figures 1 and 3. They lived in settlements situated near the 

seashore on headlands, generally near rivers and streams, that afforded several advantages like 

protection and security through greater lines of site/visibility, stronger currents discouraging 

navigating land approaches, nearshore reefs for both protection and food, extensive freshwater 

wetlands for food, and strong winds to deter insects/bugs, but the most important was access to 

clean, fresh water. The importance of water is probably why large rocks covered with petroglyphs 

or rock art have been found near rivers/streams, suggesting their concerns for or “to ensure the 

safety and security of water resources” (Hauser 2021:58-59) (Figures 2 and 3). 
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Figure 1: Map of Grenada showing Indigenous heritage sites. See also Hanna (2017) (map: 
Jonathan Hanna 2020) 
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Figure 2: Petroglyphs of faces and symbols on rocks on the banks of the Silver Ravine, Waltham, 
St. Mark (photo: JAM Collection). Other petroglyphs can be seen along the St. Patrick’s River, just 
before Victoria by a small stream at the entrance to the sea, and another not far from the Duquesne 
River, St. Patrick. 

 

Another aspect of the importance of rivers, streams and springs among the Indigenous peoples is 

the possible creation of folklore meant to protect them and involving rituals and folks spirits as 

alluded to above with the presence of petroglyphs. Among Amerindians is the Watramama and 

other Indigenous water spirits like Iara (derived from the Tupi) of the mainland that inhabit and 

rule over water sources like rivers, streams and lakes. These folk spirits may have been worshipped 

or propriated to bring good luck or remove evil spirits, or protect and safeguard these necessary 

and important water sources. They may have been important in some form of fertility worship as 

well. 
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Figure 3: Map locating Indigenous settlements/sites at the mouths of rivers/streams or the 

“Boucherie” in Grenada, 1649-67 (see also Martin 2023) (image: Martin and Sandiford, 2020) 
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Figure 3 above shows the villages or carbets of Indigenous peoples who were resident in Grenada 

at the time of the successful French invasion and settlement of the island circa 1649/67. As is quite 

evident, these settlements were located near to the mouths of rivers and streams. As indicated 

above, this location was advantageous to the settlers for several reason, the most important being 

the availability of freshwater. Archaeological evidence from many of these historical-era 

settlements were show that they were earlier habitation, creating a palimpsest landscape where 

multiple groups of Indigenous peoples occupied the same sites because they provided the 

necessities for survival.  

Rivers/streams, lakes and freshwater wetlands were also a source of food and teamed with several 

freshwater species like the mountain mullet (Agonostomus monticola), manicou crab (Guinotia 

dentata), the goby (Sicydium plumieri) or titiri (<Cariban “small fish”), and several crayfish or 

freshwater shrimp like the caca-dos (Atya spp), several Macrobrachium spp; the “big ling” or 

gwarge, “white crayfish” or genne, and the lamay-longue. The health of the fisheries was also a 

sign of the quality of the water in rivers and streams, which Indigenous communities may have 

maintained by proper stewardship. 

 
Figure 4: Spanish ships (A) and Kalinago pirogues/canoes (B) meet off the Kalinago village at the 
mouth of the St. Patrick’s River in the north of the island in what is today Irwin’s Bay, not far from 
present day Sauteurs by de Cardona (c1614) (drawing: Library of Congress) 
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In the tiny islands of the Grenadines that lacked rivers and streams the freshwater supply was not 

dependable, with periods of water shortages, sometimes severe shortages and droughts (Giovas 

2016). The Indigenous residents developed innovative ways to procure drinkable water. One such 

method that is still identifiable in the cultural landscape is the “Bottomless staked pots,” a series 

of clay pots with their bottoms broken off and stacked to create “well casing” to access 

underground freshwater from springs or the water table. 

Figure 5: “Bottomless stacked pots” at 
the Carriacou Museum (photo: Carriacou 

Historical Society) 
 

These stacked pots, also known as 

“Amerindian well casing,” are shown in 

Figure 5, recovered by Margaret Andrews 

at Harvey Vale, Carriacou where workers 

were digging a rainwater cistern for her 

new hotel. She suggested the idea of “well 

casings” from the design that became 

known as the “Carriacou hypothesis.”  

Less than 50 feet from the sea, the pots 

were on the site of a freshwater spring that 

flowed up through the pots. According to 

the Museum, the pots were of the 

Barrancoid style, dating to circa 500 

Current Era (Carriacou Museum 

Newsletter, 2009, Issue 1) 

Schultz (1995:v) suggests “that during dry 

times Amerindians dug wells in the island 

coastal zone to tap into the edge of the 

freshwater lens, using the potstacks as a 

well casing.” 
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Several of these potstacks have been recovered across Carriacou and other Grenadine islands, 

either singly or sets, including this set from the surf at Black Bay, Carriacou on 4 July 2021. 

Interestingly, its situation indicates the extent of sea level rise since it was built over a millennium 

ago (Hanna 2021; Schultz 1995,1996). 

 

Figure 6: Neal Matheson and Christopher Stanislaus pose with bottomless ceramic pots recovered 

from the surf at Black Bay, Carriacou (photo: Explore Carriacou and Petite Martinique) 

 

 

Figure 7: Matheson and Stanislaus struggle in the surf at Black Bay to retrieve the pots which had 
been initially built above the high tide mark to access underground freshwater, but were now 
submerged in sea water, indicating sea level rise since (photo: Explore Carriacou and PM) 
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Like Grenadians today, Grenada and Carriacou’s Indigenous peoples (from the precolonial period) 

used similar means to carry and store water they collected from rivers/streams and/or (dug or 

spring fed) wells. Because the water supply was affected by the seasons, residents created efficient 

ways to store their collected water, or identify sources other than surface water, particularly during 

the dry season. Examples of these utensils have been excavated from Indigenous sites across 

Grenada and Carriacou. 

 

Figure 8: Ceramic bowls/pots recovered from Indigenous sites in Grenada (photo: Collection 
Wilcox by Hofman and Hoogland, 2017) 

                   

Figure 9: Various ceramic bowls excavated from across Grenada (photos: GNM) 
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Figure 10: Drawing showing recreated Indigenous lifeways, with water or other liquid in hanging 
pots (left) 
Figure 11: Drawing showing recreated Indigenous lifeways, with petroglyphs next to a stream,  
asking the question if these faces were spirits or ancestors, or both? (images: John Swogger) 

 

The tiny island of Petite Martinique in the Grenadines has seen little or no archaeological 

excavations so not much can be deduced about its possible occupation by Indigenous peoples and 

their uses of water. It is possibly that Petite Martinique was only inhabited during the rainy season 

when harvesting freshwater was possible. At a later stage when these groups were better able to 

access, store and transport freshwater the island may have seen more continuous habitation. It is 

also possible that Indigenous groups utilized potstacks to access underground freshwater though 

no evidence have been recovered to date. 

Figure 12: Boli fruits on the calabash tree, native to tropical America 
and the Caribbean, were used to craft drinking and other utensils 
(JAM Collection) 

 

Did the Kalinago and Kalina of Grenada and Carriacou pass on any 

of their water harvesting techniques and utensils to the next set of 

invaders?   
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“Les Sources” 

The Dire Need for Freshwater by the Early European Settlers to Grenada 

 

 

Like the Indigenous peoples before them, European colonists would use quite similar 

characteristics to determine the more appropriate areas to settle, with the availability of water 

sources being one of the most important. In April 1609 just over 200 colonists arrived from 

London, England to set up a tobacco producing colony in Grenada (Martin 2013). Though the 

exact area of their settlement remains unknown, it appears that it was in the vicinity of the present 

Lagoon where the French would settle four decades later as the only reference, “Great Bay,” was 

how the French called the area, “Grand Bay.” Its deep water harbor, of course, made it a great 

place to settle because it was ideal for sailing ships to access and be protected (Figure 13). 

One of the earliest assessments of Grenada by a French official who was interested in its 

colonization was made in the 1630s by one de Bonnefoy who believed that the island possessed: 

“…good land for the product of all kind[s] of provisions of that country…, it hath the conveniency 

of excellent springs of fresh water, and some rivers…” (Martin 2013:56). 

De Bonnefoy’s glowing assessment of Grenada to potentially support a colony brought several 

unsuccessful attempts in the late 1630s and 1640s. It was not until 1649, however, that the French, 

under Governor Du Parquet of Martinique, successfully settled Grenada by confronting the 

Kalinago and Kalina residents of Camáhogne who would nonetheless resist the European invaders 

with a war for their survival that lasted on and off for five decades (Martin 2013). 

The site chosen for the establishment of the settlement was within the “Grand Bay,” inside of a 

spacious harbor on the southwest of the island (Figure 13). Several streams flowed into the bay 

from the surrounding heights, from all the way up to the jagged rims of an eroded extinct volcanic 

crater, actually two rare calderas encompassing the Carenage and Lagoon today (Allen et al. 2017). 

The French were able to convince the Kalinago and Kalina that they were only there to fish and 

would also protect them from an impending attack by the British (Martin 2013). The French were 

seeking a foothold in the southern Caribbean, near to the South America Mainland and possible 

trade with or plunder the Spanish settlements there. Grenada’s strategic location, and despite its 

small size, had the potential to support a colony because it was well watered. On 18 March 1649 
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Governor Du Parquet sailed into the protected harbor with 45 Frenchmen to establish a tobacco 

colony despite the centuries-old presence of the Kalinago and Kalina settlements scattered across 

the islands. With gifts to barter with the Indigenous residents the French were able to settle 

undisturbed for the first nine months, thus establishing themselves along the Caribbean coast. 

 

Figure 13: Drawing of the French settlement at Port Louis, c1667 by François Blondel, showing 
the initial settlement on a sandbar between the Lagoon and Carenage and the plan of the new fort 
across the bay (BnF) 

The détente that had existed between the Kalinago/Kalina and the French settlers broke down after 

the nine months and the former began carrying out attacks against the French invaders who had 

started to expand their settlements north. The first of these attacks took place not too far from the 

primary French settlement around the “Grand Fort” when some of the colonists went to fetch water 
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from the springs like they had always done. The colonists recorded the attack as the first time 

French blood was shed on Grenada and would unleash a war between the two for control of the 

island (Martin 2013). And many of the Kalinago attacks against the French would be carried out 

at water sources because they knew sooner or later the French had to come to collect freshwater. 

Just off to the northwest (lower left in Figure 13) of the settlement was a natural spring where the 

settlers procured their freshwater. They would name the area “Les Sources,” known today as 

“Springs,” as “The Source” referenced the natural spring, probably one of the ones de Bonnefoy 

had identified almost two decades earlier. 

These attacks on the French settlers by the Kalinago and Kalina whenever they went to collect 

water were quite frequent because they knew that the French had to get freshwater in order to 

survive. The French settlers appeared most vulnerable at these times and seemed unable to defend 

against them. Another similar incident took place in April 1655, and almost a year later the 

Kalinago staged another ambush of French colonists when they came to collect freshwater from 

the creek flowing from the St. John’s River. 

 

Father Jean Baptiste Du Tertre (1667, T.1:507) visited Grenada in 1656 to access the island for 

Jean de Faudoas de Sérillac and recorded its freshwater resources: 

According to Anonyme (1975:47v): 
“At the same time some other Savages of Grenada, who were with those who resolutely wanted 
a war to ruin our command, went down towards the springs that are next to the lake that is 
close to the great fort of the East, or Levant, to catch some of ours who usually went there to 
get some water. They were not wrong in their thinking, and when they got very close in a thicket 
of trees and bushes, they saw the soldiers coming, taking the water, and as they were going back 
to their canoe on the lake, these Savages, hidden, started to discharge arrows on them.” 

According to Anonyme (1975:57r): 

“They [Kalinago] came down to the St. John’s River and stayed hidden while waiting to make 
a bad attempt, then from the fort three men of ours came to  draw some water, two of them 
carrying a boiler on their shoulders and (58r) the third a jug. They waited very patiently to let 
them fill their tanks and load them onto their shoulders, or on to their heads. Afterwards those 
poor men without suspecting anything took their way back, they fired upon them and wounded 
them; two died and the third escaped.” 
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“…as regards the island of Grenada… without walking one league and a half, at the exception 

towards the salt ponds, where are two or three rivers or springs of natural water.” 

The French colonists gradually moved up and down the western coast creating settlements in the 

vicinity of streams and rivers, but had become better at defending and protecting themselves at 

these water sources. By the 1670s they had settled from Grand Anse in the south to Grand Pauvre 

(now Victoria) in the north, with small settlements scattered throughout (Figure 14). All along the 

western coast the colonists were living on lands granted by the colonial government where they 

built very basic straw houses (maison de pailles) for their families and planted various crops, with 

cotton (Gossypium histura) and indigo (Indigofero tinctoria) being the most common in these early 

years. Initially, French indentured servants comprised the majority of bonded labor, but by the time 

the first official census was carried out in 1669 there were only a handful of these engagés. Much 

of the labor force were enslaved Africans who numbered 222 (124 males/66 females/32 children); 

there were 283 (free) whites (98 males/68 females/62 children) (Martin 2013). Much of their water 

supply for personal use came from rivers and streams and rain water harvesting, and stored in 

“boilers and jugs.” 

 

Figure 14: Drawing of the French settlements at Port Louis and along the western coast towards 
Molinière (then called Beau Séjour) all the way south to Pointe des Salines, c1670, showing plots 
of agricultural lands, houses and fortifications (BnF) 

By 1696, with a population of 811 persons (446 enslaved/291 whites), indigo had become the 

largest crop being produced, recording 47 factories across the growing colony. The production of 
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indigo required large quantities of water as the indigo leaves needed to be steeped in various stone 

vats to leech the dye particles (with paddles powered by enslaved laborers) into the water that 

would then be removed for drying and subsequent export (Figure 15). Much of this water would 

have been collected from rivers and streams, but some factories, particularly located in the dryer 

areas like the southern coast and the Grenadines were watered by hand-dug wells (often referred 

to as bore-hole wells). None of these wells remain on Grenada, but several on the island of 

Carriacou where indigo production continued into the late 18th century. Reportedly, the fumes from 

the production were harmful and the French colonial government passed a law to dissuade the 

release of the water from the vats from being discarded into rivers and streams, thus polluting them 

(Martin 2013). 

  
Figure 15: Representation of an Indigoterie or indigo factory where the processing of indigo leaves 
into dye took place (from Jean-Baptiste’s Nouveau Voyage aux isles de l’Amérique, Paris, 1742, 
T.1:268) 
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Figure 16: Ningo Well in Tibeau, 
Carriacou on the former Limlair 
estate; its name derives from indigo 
as it was part of an Indigoterie, with 
the ruins of vats in the bushes in the 
upper right of the photograph. This 
large, deep 18th-century rubble wall 
well is quite unique to the 
Grenadines. It currently supplies 
water to animals (photo: JAM 
Collection) 

 

 

The small islands of the Grenadines were not settled until the middle of the 18th century and only 

the larger islands like Carriacou and Bequia because of their arid landscapes caused by the absence 

of yearlong rivers and streams. Similar to small islands across the Eastern Caribbean, the settlers 

dug wells (Figures 16), cisterns (Figure 17) and collected rain water in various containers. 

 

Figure 17: Abandoned underground cistern on the former Sabazan estate, Carriacou (photo: JAM 
Collection) 
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“Water Lay Down, Water Stand Up?”1 

Water Use in the Era of Sugar and Slavery in Grenada and Carriacou 

 

Grenada had struggled as a colony for much of its colonization in the latter half of the 17th century. 

French settlement slowly expanded across the entirety of Grenada once they had eliminated the 

threat from the Kalina and Kalinago, having killed many of them in the last fifty years of running 

battles (Martin 2013). The population continued to grow and spread across the island, opening up 

new areas for plantations. Indigo production reached its climax in 1722 when there were 159 

Indigoteries across Grenada, with the corresponding sets of vats for its processing and requiring 

large quantities of water. But competition from the more lucrative sugar and coffee crops would 

lead its demise by the mid-1700s. 

 

Figure 18: Representation of a sugar plantation utilizing water power to run its sugar mill and 
showing the various parts of the operation in the French Antilles, c18th century (image: Public 
Domain) 

 
1 “Water laydown, Water Stand Up” is a Grenadian riddle for sugar cane growing in the field. 
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Sugar production had grown from a slow start in the 1680s, but by the 1730s there were over fifty 

across Grenada. Sucreries or sugar factories were elaborate constructions as the processing of 

sugar cane into sugar required specific technologies and thus relatively large investments in 

materials and labor. Many sugar plantations began with simple cattle mills to grind the sugar cane, 

but those situated near to rivers and large streams utilized this abundantly available resource 

(Martin 2013). Many sugar plantations invested in the construction of water powered mills to grind 

the sugar cane as well as transport water to irrigate the various cane fields via massive stone canal 

systems (Figures 19 and 20). This utilization of water power altered the landscape as rivers and 

streams were dammed to manage the flow of water long distances and shared across several sugar 

plantations. It was massive undertaking that transformed the Grenadian landscape by the mid-

1700s, recording 83 in 1749. 

 
Figure 19: Idealized representation of Paraclete sugar plantation, St. Andrew, showing part of its 

canal or aqueduct system running across the plantation, 1789 by Adam Callender (image: Paxton 

House, Scotland) 

Scattered across Grenada and Carriacou are the ruins of almost two centuries of sugar production, 

illustrating the importance of the crop to the islands’ economy and how it altered and subsequently 

defined the Grenadian cultural landscape. The ruins of watermills and broken pieces of aqueduct 

systems remind of the extensive utilization of the rivers and streams to generate water power. It 

was a great engineering feat for its time, and provide a glimpse into the past utilization of water 

resources. 
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Figure 20: Ruins of the aqueduct system at the former Waltham sugar plantation, St. Mark (GNM) 
 

 
Figure 21: Ruins of the aqueduct and one of two waterwheels at the former Westerhall estate, St. 
David (photo JAM Collection) 
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Figure 22: The Palmiste Lake or Dig at Palmiste, St. John was a large man-made pond formed by 
the damming of the Great St. Patrick’s River. The dam or reservoir, most likely derived from a 
natural marsh, flowed into the canal system that supplied water power to the Palmiste sugar 
estate’s waterwheel since the mid-1700s (photo: JAM Collection) 

Water Aboard Slave Ships 

Vital to the successful continuation of the Atlantic Slave Trade and the transportation of 
millions of captive Africans was the availability of drinkable water on the West African coasts 
and aboard slave ships plying the weeks and sometimes months of the Middle Passage. Water 
was collected in large barrels at slave ports all along the African coast and loaded onto ships 
for the voyage to the Caribbean, South and North America. One of the worse things that could 
happen aboard a slave ship was the loss of water or its inadequacy for whatever reason, a not 
uncommon occurrence. Water had to be rationed on many slaving voyages, and captives and 
crew died due to dehydration caused by the lack of water. The water carried on board slave 
ships was often described as unpleasant, undrinkable and even putrid, forcing the addition of 
things like kola nuts to make it taste palatable. 

With water came animals, plants, microbes that carried diseases, thus water was responsible 
for bringing new organisms from West Africa to the Americas! 
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Figure 23: Ruins of the under-shot waterwheel at Mount Horne, St. Andrew, one of only a few that 
utilized the direct flow of the river to propel the mill from beneath and not overhead into its buckets 
from the canal (photo: JAM Collection) 

Away from the plantation, the situation was very different for the enslaved living in the “slave 

yard” and having to procure their own water for everyday use. Rain water harvesting would have 

been the most important way to access clean, freshwater for the enslaved family. Of course, this 

would have been restricted to the rainy season, but availability would depend on storage. Access 

to storage materials would have been problematic as barrels and clay containers were not readily 

available due to the high cost of procurement. Enslaved people would make their own clay 

contains, often referred to as Afro-Caribbean pottery (Figure 24). Many plantations, especially 

those producing sugar, had access to rivers and streams so procuring surface water was relatively 

accessible for a majority of the enslaved. However, others would probably have had to walk long 

distances to access water if rain water harvesting proved unsuccessful. In parts of Grenada like the 

southeast and southwest where conditions were dryer wells were dug to supplement water supplies, 

but there were reports of well water contamination that resulted in the spread of diseases (Clyde 

1985). 
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Figure 24: Afro-Caribbean pottery from Morne Sion, St. Lucia, showing an assortment of 
manufactured utensils for cooking and carrying/storing water: coalpot (A), pla (B), chodye (C), 
Gwa Kanawi (D), teye (E), Gwa kanari (F), kanawi (G) (photo: Corinne L. Hofman 2021)  

Rivers and streams, scattered across the Grenada islandscape, were probably the most familiar 

places that invoked memories of home for captive Africans as these played primary roles in diverse 

social functions in western African societies, and would in turn inhabit the Grenadian landscape. 

Rivers, though used primarily by the plantations as a source of water to power sugar mills and for 

irrigation via extensive canals, served the enslaved as places of utility–drinking water, fishing (for 

crayfish and freshwater fish, including titiri), bathing and laundering, recreation, spiritual spaces 

where folk spirits lived and ruled over, and, above all, a social space where families and neighbors 

gathered to converse, play and celebrate (Bell 1889; Paul 2022; Pesoutova 2019). These practices 

associated with rivers and streams were passed down through the generations, leaving them as 

important spaces in the lives of Grenadians, especially in the rural areas where they remained 

useful far into the 20th century. 
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Figure 25: Women doing laundry at the river and the little boy bathing, circa 1880 (photo: JAM 
Collection) 

These late 19th century and early 20th-century scenes of women and girls doing laundry at the river, 

are most likely no different to a scene during slavery. Rivers had served this purpose in West Africa 

and the practice transferred to Grenada upon their arrival and has continued to today. 

 
Figure 26: Women doing laundry at the river (possibly Balthazar River), circa early 20th century 

(photo: historical postcard/JAM Collection) 
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Figure 27: The canal built to provide water to the shipping became known as “The Spout.” In the 

early to mid-1900s it became the place to take a refreshing sea bathe before the popularity of 

Grand Anse Beach (photo: historical postcard/JAM Collection) 

  

“Piped Water” 

Despite the burdens associated with accessing water, especially in the towns across 
Grenada, the impetus for “piped water” came from shipping. Grenada’s economy had 
grown tremendously since its takeover by the British in 1762, with greater demands for 
almost everything, necessitating increased imports and exports. Hundreds of trading 
vessels (bringing captive Africans, goods and merchandise, or collecting slave-produced 
agricultural goods like sugar) arrived in Grenada and needed to refill their water supply 
before embarking for their next destination. Water was usually supplied in barrels, but the 
difficulty of collecting that water at rivers and streams and then transporting to the 
Carenage and loading onto ships was quite burdensome, even if it was carried out by slave 
labor. In 1776, the British colonial government, responding to what it deemed “the 
insatiable demands of ships filling barrels for long voyages,” passed legislation “for 
procuring and conducting a stream of fresh water to the port.” By 1779 there was a supply 
of fresh water being “piped in bamboo tubes” from the “Priests’ Springs” to “The Spout,” 
providing a supply of water to the shipping at St. George’s for the first time over a distance 
of 2.4 km. It would be upgraded during Fédon’s Rebellion and with additional funding was 
further improved by 1799. 
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“Water More Than Flour”2 

Water Use in Free Villages Across Grenada, Carriacou and Petite Martinique 

 

The end of slavery in Grenada brought about a drastic change in the social and political landscape. 

Though there were no preparations for these changes, the ex-enslaved took it in stride as they 

relished their new freedom (Brizan 1998). Though slavery was outlawed in 1834 it was not until 

1838 that the majority of the former enslaved had the freedom to leave the plantations which had 

enslaved them. The exodus from the plantations, however, was gradual as the ex-enslaved sought 

out advantageous opportunities as they became available. Many would eventually strike out on 

their own, either renting properties or sharecropping that allowed them to subsequently own small 

plots of land and to farm on their own. 

 
Figure 28: Peasant cocoa farmer and family outside their home, circa 1880. Notice the boy 

carrying a pot of possibly water on his head and the water jar next to him (photo: JAM Collection) 

 
2 “When a situation is untenable.” 
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By the 1840s villages began to emerge as small areas of plantations were sold off to peasant 

farmers to farm and live on their own. These villages, many taking their names from the adjoining 

plantations, developed slowly, with very few amenities (Brizan 1998). It would be almost a century 

before the basic amenities like better access to clean water were provided by the colonial 

government, and in many cases emerging communities depended on each other and their resources, 

continuing to do what they had been doing all along. For the remainder of the 19th century the 

majority of the ex-enslaved and their descendants’ social conditions had not improved much. 

 
Figure 29: Women and girls continued to do laundry in the river (here the St. John’s River, St. 

George) as they had done during slavery, circa 1880 (photo: JAM Collection) 
 

                      
Figure 30: Various types of water jigs once common across Grenada, Carriacou and Petite 
Martinique (photos: GNM, Carriacou Museum, Michael Jessamy) 
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Figure 31: “Exterior of Negro squatters house, Grenada,” c1850 by Percy William Justyne. Notice 
the large water jug and calabash dipper under the big tree next to the goat (image: National 
Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London) 

 

Figure 32: Peasant family outside their thatch house, circa 1880. For most former enslaved and 

their descendants social amenities remained out of reach until the early to mid-1900s (photo: JAM 

Collection) 
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Figure 33: Assortment of imported jars and water carriers on display at the Carriacou Museum 

(photo: JAM Collection) 

 

 
Figure 34: A peasant family in their tiny, shingled-roof board house, circa early 20th century. 

Notice the earthenware water jug at the front of the house and the other containers to the side 

(photo: Brizan 2001) 
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Figure 35: Local “drip stone” (made of limestone) and ceramic barrel for purifying and storing 

drinking water in the home, early 20th century on display at the Grenada National Museum (photo: 

Bevon McLean) 

Before piped, potable water to many homes, especially in the rural areas, the need to purify 

drinking water was met locally by the use of porous limestone/coral fashioned to filter many 

impurities (Figure 35). Stored in a cool corner of the home, cold drinking freshwater was available 

in most homes. 

European colonization of Grenada via the plantation slavery complex embodied the exploitation 

of the land through its division, clearing and cultivation, with enslaved Africans and their 

descendants forced to transform the landscape per that design; many would literally die in the 
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process. Thus, the enslaved became intimate with the Grenadian landscape–its Indigenous origins 

and French and British colonial transformations–however, taking every available opportunity to 

(re)fashion it, making it more familiar…, surreptitiously (re)creating it in their own image by 

incorporating the existing cultural and “natural” surroundings. This is nowhere more evident than 

in the creation of the island’s mythscape from the “natural,” Indigenous and European-influenced 

landscape, using their African motifs and memories of plants, animals, spirits, and bodies of water, 

reimagining them with their remembered beliefs and rituals. Elements and traces of western 

African folklore, mythology and spirituality were interwoven into the Grenadian landscape, 

becoming the place where their folk memories, mythologies and beliefs were transferred onto the 

plants, animals, hot springs, rivers and lakes around them as these integrated, mixed and 

syncretized with European and Indigenous folk expressions. 

 

Figure 35: Sculpted representation of the Mama Glo sitting in the Underwater Sculpture Park 

off Molinière, St. George (photo: Grenada Tourism Authority) 

Among these folk spirits is the Mama d’Leau or Mama Glo known as the Mother of the Water or 

from its West African progenitor Mami Wata (Figure 35). Bell (1889:28) relays the story of an 

event he observed at the Grand Etang Lake: “They believe that the little mountain lake, as well as 

some of the mineral springs found in the island, are the haunts of a mermaid, or as they call her 
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in Creole ‘Patois,’ ‘Mother of Water,’ in whose power it is to grant them welcome showers of rain 

in due season, or, if offended, to withhold these bounties, and, unless propitiated, ruin the prospects 

of a good crop of corn or other produce, on which they depend.” These and other folk spirits roam 

the forests and bodies of water, and continue to be observed among the Spiritual Baptist and other 

syncretic religions (see Figure 36). 

      
Figure 36: Spiritual Baptist adherents make sacrifices to the “Mother of the Water” at local river 

(photos: GNM/Michael Jessamy) 

As the 19th century ended the majority of Grenadians had seen some basic improvements in their 

lives since gaining their freedom, but so much remained to be done, especially when it came to 

health and sanitation, education, and greater access to resources. Much of the improvements that 

took place with Grenada’s water supply occurred in the towns as the colonial government began 

to improve the access to piped water for the first time to urban residents and construct waterworks 

that were necessary if these systems were to be sustainable. As such, the last two decades of the 

1800s saw the beginning of construction of the infrastructure needed for a modern water supply 

system.   
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“Water That’s for You Will Never Pass You”: 
From Village Standpipe to Indoor Plumbing 

 

The last half century had created a new dwelling landscape, laying the foundation for a new society 

as Grenada navigated changes to almost every aspect of its society following the end of slavery. 

Its population doubled between 1850 and 1900, creating greater demand for services like education 

and health care, accessible water supply, and forcing the expansion and modernization of the 

island’s agricultural economy in the 20th century. The beginning of the 20th century brought many 

changes to the social and political landscape of Grenada. However, Grenadian society was lacking 

in many ways as its towns, even its capital city, remained very much underdeveloped. In regard to 

the water supply, not even St. George’s town had access to piped water at the time. In 1836 four 

standpipes were made available for public access from the natural spring at Paddock that had been 

the source of water to the shipping decades earlier. In 1854 a cholera epidemic that killed almost 

4,000 Grenadians was blamed on the islands’ terrible sanitary conditions, including the 

rudimentary state of its potable water supply. 

 

Figure 37: Mother and child in urban housing at the turn of the 20th century. Notice the wooden 
tub on the steps that’s used for storing water or bathing (photo: JAM Collection) 
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The government had begun the improvement and expansion of the water supply system in the latter 

part of the 1800s by building waterworks in the towns and making piped water available to 

residents. Piped water first introduced to some residents of St. George’s in 1836, mainly through 

street pipes from natural springs at the Springs estate. In 1841 a reservoir was built, and in 1879 

the waterworks was expanded with a supply from a new source at the Soulier and Morne Repos 

Rivers five miles away. The expanded water supply and reservoir resulted in the establishment of 

pipe-borne water “to many of the houses and to provide fire plugs in the streets from which an 

abundance of water can be projected over the roofs of the highest buildings when necessary.” To 

increase the water pressure another supply from the Les Avocats River, St. David, was added in 

1889, providing water “for the districts of St. Paul’s and Richmond Hill, the Government 

institutions at the latter place and the Government House being for the first time properly supplied 

with water.” 

 

Figure 38: The St. David’s Waterworks at Les Avocats (photo: historical postcard/JAM Collection) 

The towns of Gouyave and Grenville received water supplies in 1890 and the other towns 

thereafter. Though the water system had been established by 1879, most residents, especially 

outside St. George’s, did not receive pipe-borne water in their communities until the 1920s-30s, 

and in their houses until the 1960s. Stand pipes or street pipes, located centrally in most 



38 
 

communities, provided water for many who had to fetch or drogue water in containers, usually 

buckets. Street pipes became more than just places to procure water, but a venue for social 

gathering. Women sometimes laundered or washed clothes there, while children often took their 

baths as well. 

 

Figure 39: Large reservoir for water storage at the (left) top of Halifax Street in the town of St. 
George’s, c1880 (photo: JAM Collection) 

 
Figure 40: Extensive plan for the waterworks at Gouyave, St. John in 1879 (image: TNA) 
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Figure 41: One of the few remaining standpipes that provided communities with potable water for 

over fifty years until the availability of indoor plumbing (photo: Ian Blackie) 

 

In 1975 all urban residents had access to at least communal water supplies, a large percentage 

having access to indoor facilities; 75 percent of rural residents had access to mainly communal 

supplies (Figure 26). Though street pipes are still present in some villages and along the streets, 

the availability of pipe-borne water to over 90 percent of the population has meant their decreasing 

use. 

The islands of the Grenadines, with low elevations and the absence of permanent rivers and/or 

streams, their water supply proved more difficult to address. Its residents have relied on 

underground cisterns, bore-hole wells, rain water harvesting and ponds, but regularly experienced 

water shortages. Beginning in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the Grenada government made some 

improvements to the water supply in Carriacou and Petite Martinique by building communal tanks 

and wells, but they have traditionally relied on their own resources. Every community had a well, 

with many of them dating back over a century and connected to one of the plantations that had 

maintained them for centuries (Figure 42). Houses also had cisterns and/or tanks. 
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Figure 42: Rubble-wall well at Sabazan, Carriacou that was associated with the historical cotton 
plantation on the ridge above where extensive ruins can be viewed, including an underground 
cistern (see Figure 17) (photo: JAM Collection) 

 
Figure 43: Residents of Hillsborough, Carriacou wait to get fill their buckets from a public water 
well (photo: JAM Collection 
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Figure 44: Abandoned water tank in Hillsborough, Carriacou (photo; JAM Collection) 

 

Figure 45: Abandoned covered cistern in Carriacou (photo; JAM Collection) 

 

Figure 46: Abandoned cistern in Beausejour, Carriacou (photo; JAM Collection) 



42 
 

 

Figure 47: One of several ponds across Carriacou used especially to water animals (photo: JAM 
Collection) 

 

Figure 48: Community well at Windward, Carriacou (photo: JAM Collection) 
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“Never Bad Talk River While Sitting on River Stone” 

Managing Water in the 21st Century 

 

 

As I began this brief illustrated history with the discussion of the drought of 2024, I find it 

appropriate to include it as part of the summary and looking forward as it is both an ending and a 

beginning. The drought showed that Grenada was not prepared. Had the drought gone on for 

another few weeks it would have proved devastating. NAWASA’s capacity to meet the needs of its 

customers with regard to its basic need for potable water may not have been met. In this era of 

climate change, it is evident that Grenada is not at the place it needs to be in regard to its water 

supply and conservation. The drought proved that Grenada is not at a stage we it can be resilient. 

It is, however, an opportunity for Grenadians to learn more about how climate change will affect 

the availability of our basic needs like water and how we can conserve more. There is a need to 

explore how each household can decrease its consumption by eliminating waste with more 

efficient toilets and taps to begin with. 

 

Figure 49: The Les Avocat Dam in St. David at its lowest, producing just over half of its daily 
capacity because of drought conditions, May 2024 (photo: NAWASA) 

 









































http://classiques.uqac.ca/contemporains/petitjean_roget_jacques/histoire_de_grenade/histoire_grenade.pdf
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/16cea8db-2b78-4862-a355-8599e9c6da4c/content
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaa.2019.101075


https://scholarsphere.psu.edu/downloads/jdf65v889h
https://doi.org/10.1080/14614103.2019.1689895
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/customsites/nexus1492/field/fieldwork-report-grenada-2017-final.pdf
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/binaries/content/assets/customsites/nexus1492/field/grenada-2016-survey-report_final.pdf
https://www.ifrc.org/article/hot-and-dry-small-caribbean-island-nation-grenada-struggles-drought-heatwaves-and-fire
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envstats/meetings/2019-Grenada/documents/Session%204.4.1%20Land%20Use%20Division%20-%20National%20experience%20in%20water%20statistics.pdf



