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Among the several types of houses found in the West Indies is a 

distinctive cottage (Figure 1). The ubiquitous presence of this cottage on 
all islands except Cuba and Puerto Rico, despite differences in nation
ality, arouses curiousity about its origin, especially in view of recent state
ments tending to indicate relatively little contact between West Indian 
islands.1 The evidence suggests that the house probably originated within 
a hundred miles of the English Channel, that it was first introduced into 
the islands between 1625 and 1700, and that is has been re-diffused among 
the islands in complex patterns since. 

Fig. 1 

* This is a preliminary study of a previously nearly untouched aspect of West 
Indian cultural geography. As such, and because of a major methodological weakness, 
this paper must be prefaced by an explicit reservation. In no case was the period of 
field work long enough to permit inspection of house interiors in more than a 
statistically negligible number of examples, hence the plans of houses and arrange
ments of rooms are little known. Second, in order to obtain any feeling for the West 
Indian distribution of house types, a subject on which there is almost no literature, 
it was necessary to rely very largely on photographs, many of them taken from a 
considerable distance and showing only the general shape of the house. As a result it 
might be argued that the phenomenon under consideration is not adequate to con
stitute a house type as such, but is simply one major facet of type recognition: the 
roof. 

With the understanding that field analysis of house interiors is mandatory for 
fuller understanding, and recognizing that such study might answer some of the 
questions raised herein, we can consider roofs alone as a diagnostic feature and 
proceed as far as possible with this more limited criterion of cultural diffusion. 

1 J. P. Augelli, "The British Virgin Islands: A West Indian Anomaly," Geo
graphical Review, Vol. 46, 1956, pp. 43-58; David Lowenthal, "The West Indies 
Chooses a Capital," Geographical Review, Vol. 48, 1958, pp. 336-364. 
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The two princ;ipal criteria which permit recognition of the house are 
the hip roof and i�s pitch of 35 to 50 degrees. A hip roof slants in four 
directions whereas � gable roof slopes in only two, a difference easily dis
tinguishable even I in photographs taken from some distance (Figure 
2a). Pitch refers td the degree of inclination and usually is the same for 
all parts of a roof, since this makes for ease of construction. For present 
purposes pitches are classified as gentle (15-25 degrees), moderate (25-35 
degrees), steep (35-50 degrees), and very steep (50-60 degrees) (Figure 
2b, 2c). Although initially a clinometer was used in the field to measure 
pitches, is was soon possible to estimate them accurately enough to place 
them in the proper categories. 
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Fig. 2 
The house is always rectangul�r in plan and frequently is twice as 

long as it is wide. If all four pitches are the same this plan results in a 
ridge which is half the length of the longer sides. In practically all cases 
the latter are considered the front and back of the house, are the locations 
of all or most doors, and are oriented parallel to the street, the beach, or 
other thoroughfare. 

Roof and wall materials vary and probably are not culturally diag
nostic. Although there is some evidence to contradict the latter statement 
consideration of it must remain for future work. Roof coverings, which 
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may be thatch, shingles, or corrugated iron, often indicate a time sequence 
from older thatch roofs to newer iron ones. An analysis of this progression, 
based on field observation and data from several censuses, has been made 
for the island of Grand Cayman.2 Similar comments on relative age are 
obtained from informants in the field.3 Wal�s may be constructed of wattle 
and daub, planks, shingles, or stone and, except for wattle and daub which 
is an older trait, seem to relate mainly to cheapness and availability of ma
terials rather than to time or cultural antecedents. 

Fig. 3 
Construction techniques are not known in any detail except for one 

example which seems significant. Rather than forming the roof by erect
ing a ridge pole to support the rafters a widely used procedure was to 
mortise pam of rafters together into A-frames, to erect these on top of ap 
wall plates without a ridge pole, then to secure them with horizonal 
purlins (Figure 3). 4 

The distribution of the hip-roofed cottage was determined by field an
alysis of houses in the Cayman Islands, Bahamas, Puerto Rico, and Lee
ward Islands and by examining photographs of all islands. From a qualita
tive standpoint the results are amply accurate, and simple enough. The 
hip-roofed cottage is essentially absent in Cuba and Puerto Rico and is 
found without exception on every other West Indian island. 

2 Edwin Doran, Jr., A Physical and Cult��ral Geography of the Cayman 
Islands, (Unpublished dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 1953), 
pp. 277-280. 

3 For example, from Mrs. Lesmora Creque, Virgin Gorda, B. V. 1., Mr. Carris 
Penn, Tortola, B.V.I., and Mr. Burnstell Beazer, Barbuda, B.V.I. 

4 Use of A-frame rafters was described to the author in 1949 by Capt. Arnold 
Foster, Cayman Brae, B. W. I., and in 1957 by Mr. Joseph James, St. Thomas, 
U. S. Virgin Islands, Mr. Carris Penn, Tortola, B. V. 1., and by an unidentified 
informant of Antigua, B. W. I. 
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Places Mapped 

Providencia, San Andres 
Grand Cayman • • • •  0 0 • • • •  0 

Jamaica • • •  0 • • • • • • • • •  0 • • •  

Bahamas, Turks-Caicos • 0 0 • •  

Brit. inB., C & W. Carib. 
Cuba 0 • •  0 • • • •  0 • • • • • • • •  0 .  

Puerto Rico • •  0 .  0 .  0 • • •  0 • • •  

Cuba, Pto. Rico • 0 • • • • • •  

Haiti • • • •  0 • • • • • • • • • • • •  0 .  

Dominican Republic • 0 • • • •  

Hispaniola • • •  0 • • • • • • • • •  

u.s. Virgin Islands 0 • • • • •  

British· Virgin Islands . . . . . .  

Saba • • • •  0 • • • • • • • • •  0 • • • • •  

St. Eutatius 0 • • • •  0 • • • •  0 • • •  

St. Kitts 
Montserrat 

• • • • • •  0 • • • • • • • • •  

0 • • •  0 • • • • • • • • •  0 

Anguilla • • •  0 • • • • • • • • • • • • •  

St. Martin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

St. Barthelemy 0 • •  0 • • • • •  0 .  

Antigua • •  0 • • • • •  0 • • • • • • • •  

Barbuda 0 0 • • • • • • • • •  0 0 • • •  0 

Leeward Islands . . . . . . . .  

Guadeloupe 0 • • • • •  0 • • • • •  

Martinique • • • • • • • • •  0 • • •  

Dominica, Barbados 0 .  0 0 • • •  

Sts. Lucia, Vincent; Grenada 

British Windward Islands 
Trinidad • 0 • • • • • • • • • • • •  

Curacao 

Lesser 

• • • • • • • •  0 0 • • • • •  

Antilles • • • • • •  0 

WEST INDIES • 0 0 • • •  

West Indies • • • • • • • • • • •  0 0 

Bermuda • • • • • • • • • • • • •  0 0 0 

British Honduras 0 0 • • • • • • •  

Nicaragua . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
New World • • • • • • • • • •  0 

Spain 0 0 .  0 • • • • • • • • •  0 • • • •  

Portugal, Madeira, C. Verde 

Iberia • • • • • 0 • • • • • •  0 • • •  

Netherlands • •  0 • • • • • • • • • •  

Normandy, 
England 

Brittany • • • • •  0 .  

• • • • •  0 • • •  0 0 0 • • • •  

Circum-English Channel 

TOTAL HOUSES 0 • •  0 .  

1st Summary 2nd Summary 

Total Hip %H Total Hip %H 

.26 10 38 
406 65 16 

58 23 40 
178 64 36 

. .  

249 2 1 
212 6 3 

144 70 49 
82 21 26 

173 75 43 
269 185 69 

47 20 43 
62 26 42 
49 36 73 
25 18 72 
75 36 48 
94 64 68 

123 113 92 
62 51 82 
33 22 67 

570 386 68 
31 7 23 

112 36 32 
42 28 67 

163 80 49 

205 108 53 
19 6 32 

114 85 75 

2848 1149 41 
42 27 64 

116 6 5 
124 0 0 

158 0 0 
140 39 28 

94 38 40 
50 15 30 
47 30 64 

Table 1. Distribution of the hip-roofed cattage. 
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3rd Summary 

Total Hip %H 

6(.8 162 54 

461 8 2 

226 91 40 

1493 888 60 

2848 1149 41 

3130 1182 38 

298 39 13 

191 83 43 

3619 1304 36 



Although the number of houses counted in the West Indies amounts 
to over 2800, this sample is not large enough to enable frequency of occur
rence to be determined except as a first approximation. Islands on which 
the author has made field studies are represented, too, by counts which, in 
proportion to total population, are larger and hence more accurate than 
those obtained from photographs for the Greater Antilles and Windward 
Islands (Table 1).5 With these reservations one may say that the house 

0 Miles 

Fig. 4 

Hip-roofed Houses 
5 or. - 79% 1111111111 
30%-49% � 
10% - 29% 111111 
0% - 91. ·:·:·:·:·:·:·:·:· 

occurs most frequently in the British and Netherlands West Indies, less 
frequently in Haiti, French West Indies and Trinidad, to some extent in 
the Dominican Republic, and hardly at all in Cuba and Puerto Rico (Fig
ure 4 ). 6 These data are quantitatively too inaccurate to pursue further here, 
but they arouse interesting speculations as to causes of the differences. 

If one assumes that a house type is a cultural trait and that traits 
are more commonly invented only one time and then diffused to their 
known range rather than invented independently in multiple locations, 
then one may reason that there are four possible sources from which the 

5 Duplicated lists of the 47 sources of photographs and data from which the 
figures of Table I were derived are in the hands of the author, from whom they may 
be obtained by the interested reader. 

G Certain anomalies and gaps in the distribution record must be recognized. In 
the Cuba and Puerto Rico of half a century past an appreciable number of steeply 
pitched, thatched, hip-roofed houses was noted but not counted as hip roofs because 
of very steep pitch and invariable Arawak-derived designation as bohio it is reasonable 
to suppose that they trace back to Indian rather than European ancestry. Although 
mainland Latin America is represented only by Nicaragua, a number of other 
localities were spot-checked without discovering hip-roofed houses of steep pitch, 
giving a reasonable supposition that they are absent. Spain itself provides no exam
ples of the typical house, but Portugal has a few. In the Madeira and Cape Verde 
Islands, however, there are a number of houses indistinguishable from the type with 
which we are concerned. Their provenience is unknown. 
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idea of the hip-roofed cottage may have been derived. Let us consider the 
evidence for each source. 

Spaniards occupied the Greater Antilles for over 150 years but were 
supplanted in Jamaica and Haiti in the latter half of the 17th century. 
Two hundred fifty to 300 subsequent years of English and French occu
pation have effectively removed most traces of Hispanic culture in these 
islands. Although Spaniards held on in what is now the Dominican Re
public until about 1800, the east end of Hispaniola has since then been 
subjected repeatedly to cultural invasions from the Haitian part of the is
land which have left their marks in the landscape. Only in Puerto Rico 
and Cuba was Spain dominant until the 20th century, and here only is 
Spanish culture retained in significant proportion. While there are many 
hip-roofed houses in these islands, and in Spain as well, they are a Medi
terranean version with roof pitches almost invariably less than 20 degrees. 
The origin of the cottage does not lie here, and the history of Cuba and 
Puerto Rico explains its absence on those islands. 

The American Indian inhabitants of the West Indies were quickly 
eliminated from the 16th century scene except in minor numbers. Al
though their presence kept Spaniards away from the Lesser Antilles, and 
such useful Indian traits as cultivated plants were �idely adopted, their 
cultural influence cannot be considered great. Some Arawak and Carib 
houses were circular or oval in plan and obviously are not related to the 
problem. While others were rectangular their roofs had pitches of 55 to 60 
aegrees and, although hipped in form, exhibited end slopes approaching 
gables in appearance. 7 It seems safe, therefore, to eliminate the Indian as 
the source of the hip-roofed cottage. 

The Negro slaves of colonial times, whose descendants now dominate 
the West Indies racially, were by and large obtained from one part of Afri
ca, the Guinea-Congo Culture Area.8 In the region there is some use of a 
round house, which can be excluded from consideration here, but many 
types of rectangular houres also are built there. All are thatched, and some 
have hip roofs of moderate to steep pitch that'cannot be differentiated from 
those of some West Indian hip-roofed cottages.9 Herskovits insists that 
West Indian Negroes have retained many African traits to the present,10 
and one may thus reason that the houses they have built for themselves 
through the centuries may well have been patterned after those used in 
Africa. However, Herskovits states that all West African houses are built 
by tieing rafters against a ridge pole.U Since the distribution of A-frame 
rafters .in the West Indies, although widespread, is insufficiently known, 
an African orgin of the hip-roofed cottage must be retained as a possi
bility. 

7 Illustrated by Julian H. Steward, editor, The Handbook of South American 
Indians, Bur. of Amer. Ethnology Publ. No. 143, Vol. 4, p. 532. 

s Melville J. Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past, (New York: Harper, 
1941), p. 295. 

9 Many such houses are illustrated in R. S. Rattray, Religion and Art in 
Ashanti, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1927), pp. 34, 72, 118, 151, 186, 304; and Melville 
J. Herskovits, Dahomey, An Ancient West African Kingdom, (New York: J. J. 
Augustin, 1938), pp. 80, 96, 129, 144, 224, 385. 

1o Herskovits, op. cit., 1941, pp. 295, 296. 
11 Letter of February 27, 1958. 
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The fourth and last possible source of the house lies in an area around 
the English Channel, including English, French, and Dutch peoples, from 
which most of the early Northwest European migrants to the West Indies 
were derived.12 Throughout this circum-channel area a steep to very 
steeply pitched hip-roofed cottage is still in use (Table 1). 

As a result of some half a dozen historical studies of English archi
tecture the antecedents of the English cottage are known rather well. Most 
houses in England were gabled until about 1600, after which hip roofs 
became more common. In fact, hip roofs are said to suggest the 17th cen
tury. Very steep pitches, of 50 to 60 degrees, gave way during that century 
to steep pitches of 45 to 50 degrees, but none are less than 40 degrees. Two 
sources mention the use of mortised A-frame rafters without ridge poles, 
and it is noted that hip roofs are best developed in the south of England 
and particularly in Kent and SussexY 

Early comments from the West Indies also note similarities between 
local and European houses. The Dutch, in 168 1 on St. Eustatius, had all 
the lodging facilities of Holland, while an "Indigoterie" of 1700 on Mar
tinique is illu.strated as having three buildings with hip roofs of about 40 
degrees pitch.14 It is hardly likely that an establishment such as the latter 
would have been patterned after slave's ideas. Ligon is quoted in 1741 
as stating that houses in Barbardos were well constructed "according to the 
manner of building in England," and Hope Estate in Jamaica, about 1800, 
had a "long range of negro houses, like · thatched cottages," which were 
evidently reminiscent of home.15 Additional support may be derived from 
two modern French authors who state categorically that house types on 
Guadeloupe, Martinque, and in Haiti can be traced back directly to 
Europe rather than Africa.16 

The probablity must be noted, however, that a complex diffiusion and 
re-diffusion of this house type idea has been going on within the West 
Indies for the last 300 years. There is evidence to indicate substantial 

12 The south of England, East Anglia, and Normandy are often mentioned as 
horne lands of the early settlers. For example, see Sir Alan Burns, His tory of the 
British West Indies, (London: Allen and Unwin, 1954), p. 187; Jean Gottrnann, 
"The Isles of Guadeloupe," Geogmphical Review, Vol. 35, p. 189; and Eugene 
Revert, La France d'Ameriqt1e, (Paris: Editions Maritimes et Coloniales, 1955), 
p. 50. 

1s This summary was compiled from the following: Harry Batsford and Charles 
Fry, The English Cottage, (London: B. T. Batsford, 1939); Martin S. Briggs, 
The Homes of the Pilg,·im Fathers, (New York: OJ<;ford, 1932); Stewart Dick, 
The Cottage Hennes of England, (London: E. Arnold, 1909); Frederick Gibberd, 
The Architecture of England, (London: The Architectural Press, 1953); Basil 
Oliver, The Cottages of England, (London: B. T. Batsford, 1929) Margaret and 
Alexander Potter, Houses, (London: J. Murray, 1948); and Marshall Sisson, 
Cotmt1·y Cottages, (London: Methuen, 1949). 

14 Charles de Rochefort, Histoire naturelle et morale des Iles Antilles de 
l'Amerique, (Rotterdam: Chez Reinier Leers, 1681), p. 57; R. P. Labat, Nouveat1 
voyage atiX Iles de l'Ame1·ique, (Paris: Collections "Ailleurs," 1931), p. 48. 

15 John Oldmixon, The British Empire in America, (London: J. Brotherton, 
J. Clarke, 1741), p. 14; and Frank Cundall, editor, Lady Nt1gent's Journal, (Lon
don: The West India Committee, 1939), p. 39. 

16 Revert, op. cit., p. 63; and Paul Moral. "La maison rurale en Haiti," 
Les Cahiers d'Outre-Me1·, Vol. 10, p. 120. 
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amounts of inter-island communication, despite dividing lines of national
ity, through out the West Indian history.H 

To summarize: A distinctive type of hip-roofed cottage is found on 
all Vilest Indian islands except Cuba and Puerto Rico. It occurs in great
est proportions on British and Dutch islands, but is found also in Haiti, 
on French islands, and in the Dominican Republic. 

Spanish or Indian sources for the cottage can be eliminated. African 
origins, although unlikely, must be retained as a possibility until more 
evidence on construction details has been secured. 

The most logical origin for the West Indian hip-roofed cottage is in 
the circum-English Channel area. From here, and particularly in the years; 
1625-1700 when the greatest numbers of indentured laborers were brought 
to the Indies, very likely came the notion that the newly popular hip-roofed 
cottage was the proper type of dwelling to build. The broad distribution 
of the house type today is an interesting example of the diffusion and 
persistence of a cultural trait and an obvious element in the landscape 
which bears witness to the historical development of the region. 

17 Edwin Doran, Jr., "The Caicos Conch Trade," Geographical Review, Vol. 48, 
1958, pp. 400, 401; Idem, "Cultural Connections in The Leeward Islands," The 
Carribbean, Vol. 11, 1958. pp. 274-277. 
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