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C h a p t e r  2

Father Antoine Biet’s Account Revisited
Irish Catholics in Mid-Seventeenth-Century Barbados 

J E R O M E  S .  H A N D L E R  A N D  M A T T H E W  C .  R E I L L Y

I N  16 5 4  A N T OI N E  BI E T,  A  F R E NC H  C A T HOL IC  priest, travelled to Cayenne, in South 
America, but unforeseen circumstances led him to a short stay in Barbados; ten 
years later he published an account of his experiences in the New World, includ-
ing his visit to the island. In 1967 Jerome Handler published a translation of the 
two chapters of Biet’s volume that describe his three-month Barbados sojourn.1 
Since this publication, historians and other writers have found the translation 
useful in their discussions of Barbadian society in the middle of the seventeenth 
century.2 Biet’s account offers a unique first-hand glimpse into life in Barbados 
during a period when the so-called sugar revolution was well underway and the 
island was generating an enormous amount of wealth from sugar produced on 
large-scale plantations worked largely by enslaved Africans. Although, as we 
discuss below, writers have used Biet’s account to illustrate a number of features 
of Barbadian society, little attention has been paid to his interactions with Irish 
nationals on the island, and how such interactions reflect broader issues con-
cerning the lives of Irish Catholics in a Protestant-dominated English colony. 
We contend that colonial antecedents in Ireland informed perceptions of Irish 
Catholics in Barbados, conflating Catholicism and socioeconomic status while 
fostering an environment of anti-Irish discrimination.

Antoine Biet’s New World journey began in mid-1652, when, at the age of 
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thirty-one, he left his congregation near Paris to join a group of priests accom-
panying a several-hundred-member expedition intending to re-establish a 
colony in Cayenne. The earlier French colony had collapsed about a decade 
before; the new one would suffer a similar fate within a year because of inter-
nal personal and political conflicts, attacks from indigenous populations, and 
problems of basic sustenance. A particularly decimating epidemic forced the 
remaining settlers to leave Cayenne, and they, Biet included, made their way to 
the English colony in Surinam.3 There they found a ship bound for Barbados, 
and in February 1654 the French party of about sixty persons arrived at the 
island. Biet remained in Barbados for about three months before returning to 
France, via Martinique and Guadeloupe, in August 1654 – a little over two years 
since his voyage had begun.4 

Two short chapters of Biet’s account, which was based on his recall and 
notes he had made earlier, are devoted to Barbados. Chapter 31 is primarily a 
chronological narrative relating various incidents that befell him and his party 
during their stay on the island. He briefly records, for example, his arrival, 
his attempts to pray, the celebration of Catholic services, the French party’s 
accommodations in Bridgetown and their purchase of a plantation, interactions 
with neighbouring planters and their feasting and drinking, and the party’s 
eventual departure from Barbados. Chapter 32 provides a more systematic view 
of the “situation, climate and wealth of the island of Barbados and the customs, 
morals, and religion of its inhabitants”.5 Here Biet offers brief descriptive pas-
sages on Barbados’s geography, ports, towns and architecture, shops, taverns 
and climate, but most of the chapter treats socioeconomic conditions, includ-
ing the relationship between planter wealth, sugar, and slavery; the lives and 
treatment of enslaved Africans and indentured servants; the status of various 
religious denominations; and finally, festivities honouring James Drax, the 
island’s wealthiest and most important planter, who was about to embark on 
a trip to England. 

Richard Ligon’s well-known and classic account A True and Exact History of 
the Island of Barbados, first published in London in 1657, was based on his stay 
in 1647–50.6 It provides a wealth of materials on early Barbadian life which has 
been mined by scholars and other writers for generations. Although Biet does 
not come close in richness of detail and subject matter, in a primary-source 
literature that is generally devoid of first-hand accounts of Barbados during 
a crucial period in its history, his account has proved useful to researchers, 
primarily to complement other contemporary accounts on a variety of top-
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ics.7 For example, writers have used and often quoted from Biet to illustrate 
and comment on the lavish lifestyle and opulence of the new sugar planters, 
including their elaborate meals and abundant consumption of alcohol as well 
as their ostentatious display of wealth and concerns about social status. Biet’s 
observations on the enslaved population, particularly their fundamental role 
in the sugar industry and in generating wealth for the planter class, have also 
been noted, as well as his comments on the harsh treatment and disciplinary 
measures meted out to enslaved Africans and the severity of their working and 
living conditions. 

Given Biet’s occupation and his purpose for being in the New World, it 
is not surprising that he devoted a relatively substantial amount of his book 
to commenting on the state of European religious denominations and what 
he perceived to be the state of religion in Barbados in general. As a Catholic 
priest, Biet was critical of what he considered to be a lack of – or only superficial 
engagement with – religious practices, the English planters’ preoccupation with 
pecuniary matters, and their disinterest in and antipathy towards extending 
Christianity to the enslaved population. His observation that “Calvinism is 
the only [religion] that is professed in public”, but that nonetheless “one is free 
to do what one wants in his house”,8 has been cited by scholars to illustrate the 
relatively tolerant religious environment of Barbados, despite the colony’s control 
by English Protestants. While he was initially anxious about how Catholicism 
was perceived in Barbados, Biet was to discover that his apprehension was 
unfounded; he would come to experience the official legislative and govern-
mental stance of religious tolerance. 

The principle of tolerance was encoded in the Barbados Charter and sub-
sequent legislation. When the forces of the Commonwealth of England (“the 
Roundheads”) took control over Barbados from the Royalists (“the Cavaliers”) in 
late 1651, as a consequence of the English Civil War and the Battle of Worcester, 
“articles of agreement” – commonly known as the Charter of Barbados – were 
signed between representatives of both political interests in January 1652. The first 
article of the Charter, which is reproduced in the earliest published compilation 
of Barbados’s laws, specified “that a libertie of conscience in matters of religion 
be allowed to all”. Echoing this article, the first law, enacted in October 1652 and 
published in the same collection, states that “all the Acts which are now of force 
within the Common-Wealth of England, concerning free enjoyment of Religion, 
be published within this Island; And that the same be duely observed by all the 
Inhabitants of the same, in such manner . . . as in, and by the said Statutes of the 
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Parliament of England”.9 On the island there was a general acceptance of Jews 
and Protestant dissenters, including Quakers, until the Quakers started being 
persecuted around 1660. However, despite the “strain of anti-Catholicism on 
the island”, as Peter Campbell, a historian of Barbados, has observed, “Roman 
Catholics for the most part escaped persecution so long as they conducted their 
religious exercises privately and unobtrusively”.10

Father Andrew White, an English Jesuit en route from England to Maryland, 
spent three weeks in Barbados in January 1634. He reported that on the island 
“some few Catholiques there be both English and Irish”, clearly establishing the 
presence of Catholics from both national groups at this early date.11 By the time 
Biet arrived in Barbados in 1654, some twenty years later, the white population 
– augmented by prisoners taken in military campaigns in England, Ireland and 
Scotland and transported to the West Indies – may have been around twenty-five 
thousand persons, approximately 56 per cent of the total population, which 
included enslaved Africans.12 The white population, reported Henry Whistler, 
an English visitor in early 1655, included “English, French, Dutch, Scots, Irish, 
and Spaniards”. While there are no contemporary figures or estimates of the 
size of each group, Pedro Welch has argued that “for Barbados, there are some 
detailed lists of the early migrants, along with statements about their origins, to 
suggest that while there was a sizable Irish component, the bulk of the servant 
population was probably of multi-ethnic origin”. 

Of this heterogeneous white population, Biet claims that “more than two 
thousand Catholics” lived on the island, likely repeating a conventional figure 
given to him by local residents. In any event, despite the presence of English 
Catholics (as noted by Andrew White), we assume that most of the Catholics 
were Irish, since the Irish population was sizable at the time of Biet’s visit, and 
according to Richard Dunn, Irish Catholics “constituted the largest block of 
servants on the island, and they were cordially loathed by their English mas-
ters”.13 However, it bears emphasis that not all Irish in the English Caribbean 
were Catholic, nor were all of them impoverished. In Montserrat, for example, 
although 40 per cent of its population was Irish in 1678, this demographic con-
sisted of native Irish (who were overwhelmingly Catholic and a clear majority); 
“Old English”, who had arrived during the Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland 
in the twelfth century; and “New English”, mainly Protestants who settled in 
Ireland during the late 1500s and 1600s.14

However, unlike Montserrat, which received a large number of New English 
planters, most of the Irish who came to Barbados were native Irish Catholics, 
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including priests exiled to the West Indies. In addition, although Ireland in the 
seventeenth century contained individuals of various socioeconomic classes, 
as well as people who had come largely from England and Scotland, explicit 
discrimination against native Irish Catholics was an essential component of 
England’s colonizing ideology, and such prejudices were transferred to the 
Americas, including Barbados. In Barbados, most of the island’s Irish were 
servants and poor; their arrival was a major aspect of the new Cromwellian 
colonizing schemes, in which migration played a major role.15 Following such 
migrations, the servant population of Barbados in 1667–68 was described by 
an anonymous writer as “being poor men that are just permitted to live, and 
a very great part Irish, derided by the Negroes and branded with the epithet 
of white slaves”.16

Biet arrived in Barbados at a time of heightened tension between English 
colonists and Irish exiles, given the recent influx of immigrants and threats of 
rebellion (both in Ireland and in Barbados). Specific incidents involving Biet 
reveal the fragile social position of Irish Catholics in Barbados and suggest Biet’s 
preconceived notions of how English Protestants would treat Catholic priests. 
When he first arrived at Barbados, a member of the French party who held a 
grudge against him – because Biet had “always been critical of his dissolute 
life” – was waiting on the wharf. As soon as Biet landed the Frenchman cried 
out, “ ‘A priest, a priest,’ by his shouts wanting to excite the English, who abhor 
priests . . . I do not know what would have happened if most of the people on 
the roadstead had been able to understand French.” The tension was relieved 
with the assistance of one Donat O’Shea, who came to Biet’s defence. 

Years earlier, O’Shea had gone to France from Ireland to study for the priest-
hood; he recognized Biet as a French priest from his past. In describing their 
reunion on the dock, Biet writes, “neither of us could refrain from shedding 
tears of joy”. O’Shea explained that he had arrived in Barbados as servant to a 
“gentleman whose name was Major Bayanne”; this was Major William Byam, 
a prominent Royalist who had been forced to leave Barbados in 1652 for the 
English colony in Surinam. O’Shea, more familiar with the social climate of 
the island, was quick to jump to Biet’s defence, assuring those within earshot 
that Biet was not a Catholic priest but rather “a gentleman who he had served 
in France”. O’Shea purposely concealed Biet’s religious identity in favour of 
proclaiming his socioeconomic position.17

Days later, while still in the Bridgetown area, Biet walked to a secluded spot 
in order to say his prayers. Another man of the “Irish nation” soon approached 
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him, speaking a “corrupt language intermixed with Italian, Portuguese, and 
Provençal . . . which those who sail on the Mediterranean understand very well”. 
Biet, by his own admission, did not speak or understand English well, if at all. 
The man addressed Biet as “Seignor Padre”, identifying himself as “a servant of 
your Lady”. Biet “gave him an angry look”, replying in the same language that 
he was “not a priest”; he explains this denial by noting that he “feared that [the 
man] was someone who came to expose me and reveal me as a priest”. But the 
man persisted, bowing deferentially to Biet, making the sign of the cross and 
reciting various Catholic prayers – all to affirm his strong Catholic identity and 
assure Biet that the priest had nothing to fear from him. Biet was moved and 
finally revealed his true identity, confessing, “I considered myself happy to be 
able to serve him and all good Catholics . . . who were in great distress without 
any spiritual comfort.”18

During Holy Week, Biet visited Bridgetown and was led by a “Captain Halay” 
(or Hallett, a family name found in Barbados at this period) into a “large dwell-
ing” containing a “very large room which was decorated with a great number of 
palm leaves; which led me to believe that this was the house of some Catholics 
who were observing the solemnity of Easter as much as they could”. Men and 
women, Biet writes, “kissed my hands and threw themselves at my feet, crying 
with joy to find themselves so close to a priest”. Humbled by the experience, 
he notes that he was “unable to console them” because of the language barrier, 
but the encounter that he describes is a powerful scene despite the lack of direct 
dialogue.19 Biet does not mention the nationality of those observing the Easter 
holiday during this encounter, but we can infer from the previous two interac-
tions with Irishmen that some, if not many, in the room were Irish. 

When Biet arrives in Barbados, as described above, an Irishman quickly 
conceals his identity by announcing that Biet is a gentleman rather than a priest. 
Later, a different Irishman bemoans the lack of spiritual comfort and guidance 
facing the island’s Catholics. During Holy Week, several Catholics are overjoyed 
to be in the company of a priest, possibly illustrating the delicate position on the 
island of such individuals. These incidents, we believe, suggest that the social 
precariousness felt by Irish Catholics derived not from explicitly anti-Catholic 
sentiment but rather from anti-Irish feelings that reflected tensions along class 
and ethnic lines, materializing in practices of religious discrimination. Additional 
clues pertaining to the discrimination faced by Irish Catholics in Barbados can 
be gleaned from a broader look at Irish Catholics within the English Atlantic 
world and from contemporaneous records and legislation of Barbados.
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Throughout the English West Indies in the seventeenth century, the large 
majority of Irish inhabitants fell into the category of labouring Irish Catholics, 
who were perceived by colonial authorities to be rebellious and undesirable for 
the purposes of establishing a civilized and successful colony. English–Irish 
relations in Barbados were fuelled by tensions that had begun centuries earlier 
in Ireland; the attitudes of early English planters in Barbados seem to have been 
heavily influenced by these earlier prejudices, as were, undoubtedly, the senti-
ments of the Irish who laboured for them.20 These prior prejudices were surely 
exacerbated by labour conditions in Barbados, the treatment that indentured 
servants experienced, and their reactions to this treatment. 

As early as 1631, Henry Colt, an English visitor, reported that about forty ser-
vants had escaped from the island. Father White learned that not long before his 
arrival in Barbados, on 3 January 1634, “the servants of the iland had conspired 
to kill their masters and make themselves free . . . The ringleaders were 2 brothers 
named Westons”; the plot was discovered before it could be put into effect.21 In 
neither case are Irish servants specifically mentioned, but the colonial author-
ities and the Barbadian plantocracy viewed them as particularly rebellious and 
associated them with various plots throughout the seventeenth century.22 Other 
“rebellious” incidents in Barbados and sea escapes from the island were major 
problems for masters throughout the period; occasionally servants and slaves 
helped each other escape, and a number of early laws dealing with fugitives – an 
omnipresent problem for planters during the seventeenth century – dealt with 
servants as well as slaves. Such incidents were compounded by English antipathy 
towards the Irish and mistrust of Irish servants. These sentiments seem to have 
been reflected in a 1644 act “for the prohibition of landing Irish persons” aimed 
at limiting the size of the Irish population. However, as Gragg has observed, this 
act became “meaningless” because of the island’s labour demands.23

Servants in Barbados received harsh treatment in general and were restricted 
in their actions and movements. Many of Barbados’s early laws passed in the 
1650s were intended to circumscribe the daily lives of servants and control the 
conditions of their servitude. As for their actual treatment, Richard Ligon, 
while living in Barbados in the late 1640s, observed: 

as for the usage of the servants, it is much as the master is, merciful or cruel; those that 
are merciful, treat their servants well . . . But if the masters be cruel, the servants have 
very wearisome and miserable lives . . . some cruel masters will provoke their servants 
so, by extreme ill usage, and often and cruel beating them, as they grow desperate, 
and so join together to revenge themselves upon them.
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A few years later Biet made similar observations: 

All are very badly treated. When they work, the overseers . . . are always close by with 
a stick with which they often prod them when they do not work as fast as is desired. 
I found it strange that they sent from England those persons who were suspected of 
being Royalists, and who had been taken prisoner [at the Battle of Worcester] . . . They 
were sold, especially when it was discovered that they were Catholics, the husband in 
one place, the wife in another, and the children in another place so as not to receive 
any solace from each other.24

The treatment received by Irish indentured servants, undoubtedly fuelled by 
long-standing antipathies of the English, caused the former to react violently to 
their situation. For example, although Ligon does not specifically mention either 
Catholics or Irish, he does report on a large plotted revolt by servants which was 
discovered in 1649 before it could be put into effect; given the number of Irish 
among the island’s servants, it is hard to believe that they were not involved. In 
the 1650s tensions continued between the English settlers and planters and the 
Irish, whether free or indentured. In July and November 1655, about one year 
after Biet’s visit, the Barbados Council learned “there are several Irish Servants 
and Negroes out in Rebellion”.25 During this period, Larry Gragg reports (using 
Barbados Council minutes), an Irish servant received a severe whipping for 
uttering a curse against the English and was forced to leave the island, and 
several others “were flogged and put in a pillory for slander and mutiny”; two 
others “so frightened their master” that he had them arrested, and for behaving 
“rebelliously and mutinously” they also received a severe whipping. Events 
such as these apparently caused the passage in November 1655 of an act aimed 
to “restrain the wandering of servants, and to suppress the insolencies of the 
Scotch and Irish servants”. 

Irish servants later joined with enslaved Africans in several plots of revolt. 
In fact, the large presence of both Irish servants and enslaved Africans caused 
alarm in Barbados, and Governor William Willoughby, presumably reflecting the 
sentiments of the plantocracy, lamented to his superiors in London that Barbados 
was “in an ill condition, in regard of the multitude of negroes and Irish”.26 The 
friction between Irish servants and English masters continued through the 
seventeenth century. It was, for example, reflected in false rumours that spread 
in late 1685 or early 1686, concerning a “rising designed by the Negroes . . . in 
combination with the Irish servants . . . to destroy all masters and mistresses”. 
In general, as Hilary Beckles has argued, “It was the Irish who were perceived 



41 Father Antoine Biet’s Account Revisited

by English masters as a principal internal enemy – at times more dangerous and 
feared than the blacks”, and it was Irish servants who were viewed “as belong-
ing to a backward culture, unfit to contribute anything beyond their labor to 
colonial development”. This view of the Irish poor was strongly expressed in 
1697 by Christopher Codrington, the governor of the Leeward Islands. In his 
opinion, Zacek summarizes, “Irishmen were lower than many animal species; 
they were automaton-like ‘brutes’ whose only skill lay in warfare.”27

The Irish population in the West Indies was not socioeconomically homoge-
neous. However, the Irish whom English planters regarded as security threats 
and disparaged ethnocentrically were not the Protestant “New English” Irish 
settlers who became large landowners and sometimes held high administrative 
positions. Although we cannot be certain of the religious affiliations and class 
backgrounds of the Irish in Barbados, the evidence indicates that the majority 
were Catholic and from the labouring class.28

Following the Irish rebellion of 1641, a strong English anti–Irish Catholicism 
existed, before and during Cromwellian times. The prejudice against Irish 
Catholics as Catholics, exacerbated by Cromwell’s conquest of Ireland from 
1649 to 1652, is reflected in an incident that occurred two years after Biet’s stay in 
Barbados. Four Irish Catholic priests arrived at the island, probably as “political” 
exiles of Cromwell’s campaign in Ireland, which resulted in the transporta-
tion of many other Irish to Barbados as servants.29 In May 1656 the Barbados 
Council gave the priests “15 days liberty to seeke passage for their departure”, 
prohibiting their settling on the island.30 Politics certainly played a heavy role 
in the religious environment of Barbados, since the perception of Irish Catholic 
priests as possibly catering to an already rebellious and dangerous population 
made them a potential threat to the social order. Additionally, socioeconomic 
class was a significant variable of identity; Biet, perceived by Barbadians as a 
French “gentleman”, experienced a religious freedom that was afforded only 
to residents and visitors who belonged to social categories acceptable to the 
governing authorities and the plantocracy.

The combination of characteristics that defined an “Irish identity” has led 
the historians Kristen Block and Jenny Shaw to argue that, “In the English 
colonies, servants of all nationalities were subject to harsh working conditions, 
but Irish Catholic subjugation was magnified by English Protestants’ sense of 
cultural and religious superiority.” In the eyes of colonial authorities and the 
Barbadian plantocracy, the Irish were comprised of distinct strata and were not 
characterized solely by adherence to Catholicism. Rather, Catholicism was one 
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element of an Irish identity that marked the Irish as having, Beckles notes, the 
“lowest socioeconomic status within the West Indies’ Anglican-dominated 
communities”. What Biet initially perceived as anti-Catholicism in Barbados, 
we believe, was largely anti-Irish sentiments fuelled by the political and rebel-
lious character of Irish Catholics and those who were perceived to be leaders, 
particularly Irish Catholic priests. Such an interpretation explains why Biet’s 
experience on the island as a Catholic differed greatly from that of Irish Catholics. 
As a French “gentleman”, Biet’s presence did little to threaten colonial and 
plantocratic authority. For the Irish, their Catholicism signalled political and 
socioeconomic elements of their identity and therefore helped perpetrate their 
rebellious reputation. “At the most basic level”, Zacek has written, “Irishness 
denoted Catholicism, and Catholicism Irishness, and both were connected in 
the public consciousness with rebellion and treachery”.31

Father Antoine Biet’s account of his stay in Barbados has proven useful as an 
eyewitness record of Barbadian life in the middle of the seventeenth century. 
However, although Biet in fact says very little about the Irish in Barbados, 
his report is to our knowledge the only seventeenth-century account which 
describes actual encounters with the island’s Irish Catholics and expresses their 
voices, however indirectly through the passage of time and his recollections. 
Gragg has argued that Barbados was a colony of “growing religious pluralism 
and toleration” in the mid-seventeenth century, an argument supported by the 
early Barbados charter and established laws. However, a broader analysis of the 
Irish in Barbadian society at the time of Biet’s visit presents the possibility that 
English discourse concerning the Irish “presented them as a monolithic group”.32 
Class, religious, ethnic and political identities were conflated to portray the Irish 
as an inferior yet dangerous group. At a pivotal period in the development of 
Barbadian society, Biet’s account suggests the prejudices against Irish Catholics, 
as their identities were judged based on colonial antecedents and produced and 
reproduced in the New World by Anglican society. 
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