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Scorching heat, oppressive 
humidity, and voracious 
vermin were scourges of 
Caribbean life, especially 
for fine imported English  
furniture. But they were  
a small price to pay for  
the riches garnered from 
sugar, or “white gold,” 
plantations—and were 
not insurmountable. This 
look at the caned furniture 
made in the British West 
Indies beginning in the 
eighteenth century indicates 
the ways in which English 
forms were adapted to 
local circumstances, creating 
a distinctive Caribbean style.

T he Caribbean Sea was 

the cradle of Great Brit-

ain’s naval empire, the fifteenth-

century discoveries made there 

by John Cabot for Henry VII 

ultimately providing the basis 

for British claims in the Americas. Over the course of the next 

two centuries battles for command of the region raged between 

the English and the Spanish, who also laid claim to the riches of 

the Americas, and eventually, also with the French, the Dutch, 

the Danes, and pirates and privateers of all 

stripes. But the rewards were enormous, and 

by the mid-seventeenth century the British 

had established thriving colonies and extensive 

sugar plantations on islands throughout the 

Caribbean. Comprising a comparatively small 

landmass but covering a large and diversified 

area, the British West Indies eventually in-

cluded the Bahamas, farthest north; Barbados, 
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Two nineteenth-century British West In-
dian mahogany and caned rocking chairs. 
The carved paw feet of the example on the 
left are derived from English Regency fur-
niture. Photograph by Brent Winebrenner.

The diminutive early twentieth-century 
mahogany settee shown above is one of the 
few upholstered settees found in Jamaica 
and is from the Bellevue great house in St. 
Ann Parish.  Photograph by Bruce Buck.

A handsome Barbadian nineteenth-cen-
tury mahogany and hand-caned settee in 
the Halton Plantation great house in St. 
Philip Parish, Barbados. Winebrenner 

photograph.



gold and silver plate…was so abundant that the plunder 
of it would pay the cost of an expedition for the reduc-
tion of the island.”* 

Furnishing the first plantation great houses of the 
English islands involved importing the most fashionable 
styles from England. Unfortunately, within months of 
arriving in the Caribbean colonies, however, imported 
furniture began to deteriorate on exposure to the 
tropical heat, humidity, woodworm, and termites. 
Veneered furniture was especially vulnerable to island 
conditions, and colonists soon turned to the plentiful 
supply of local mahogany (Swietenia mahagoni) for 
household furniture. Other tropical hardwoods—thibet 
(Albizia lebbeck), lignum vitae (Guaiacum officinale), 
cedar (Cedrela odorata), and courbaril (Hymenaea 
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to the south and farthest east; Jamaica, the largest of the 
English islands, to the west and considered one of the 
Greater Antilles; and the many smaller islands of the 
Lesser Antilles, which stretch in an arc from the British 
Virgin Islands in the north to Trinidad and Tobago in 
the south. 

I ndeed, by the early eighteenth century plantation 
owners and merchants had begun to live rela-
tively luxuriously on the English islands. A nine-

teenth-century history records the French missionary 
Jean-Baptiste Labat’s description of his visit to Barbados 
in the early 1700s: “They had all the luxuries of the 
tropics, and they had imported the partridges which 
they were so fond of from England. They had the cost-
liest and choicest wines, and knew how to enjoy them. 
They dined at two o’clock, and their dinner lasted four 
hours. Their mansions were superbly furnished, and 

* Quoted in James Anthony Froude, The English in the West Indies: or, 
The Bow of Ulysses (London, 1888), p. 35.

A particularly rare nineteenth-
century mahogany planter’s 
chair. The extended leg rests 
swivel out from between double 
arm supports. Photograph by 

Andreas Kornfeld.

A mid-nineteenth century ma-
hogany and hand-caned Barba-
dian recamier carved with a 
popular regional leaf design. 
The crest rails are more often 
carved with floral motifs. Wine-

brenner photograph.

One of pair of diminutive nine-
teenth-century recamiers from 
Barbados. English-island recam-
iers were often made in pairs, 
one with a right-handed back 
and the other left-handed. 
Winebrenner photograph.

This mid- to late nineteenth- 
century pink cedar (Poirier 

rouge) and hand-caned recamier 
is from a collection of island-
crafted (probably St. Lucia) fur-
niture. Winebrenner photograph.

Within months of arriving in the 
Caribbean colonies imported furniture 
began to deteriorate on exposure to the 
heat, humidity, woodworm, and termites



courbaril) were also fashioned into furniture.

U nlike in Europe, upholstered seating furniture 
was never widespread in the Caribbean because 
the heat and humidity—hence mold—tended 

to ruin textiles and stuffing materials even faster than 
wood. Instead, woven caning predominated. Its open-
work construction allowed air to flow around the sitter, 
thus providing welcome relief in the tropical climate. 
Various types of seating—large and small settees, chairs 
of all sorts, recamiers (also called daybeds or chaises 
longues and often made in pairs)—were usually hand-
caned to adapt them to the tropical heat. The caned 
rocking chair was ultimately the most popular seating 
design on the English islands, particularly Barbados. 
An eighteenth-century innovation, rocking chairs came 
to the West Indies from North America and were in 

general use by the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Most often crafted of mahogany and placed in every 
room in the house, this practical chair design not only 
allowed air to circulate around the occupant, but he or 
she had only to rock to stimulate a cooling breeze. 

As she had for the practice of drinking tea, Princess 
Catherine of Braganza had helped introduce the baroque 
fashion of caned furniture into England in the seven-
teenth century, and it gained further popularity in the 
eighteenth century, and later in the Empire period. But 
while it was a mere fashion in Europe, cane was virtu-
ally a necessity in the West Indies. The technique of 
interweaving the split stems of palm trees is thought 
to have originated in East Asia centuries before it was 
imported to Europe in the seventeenth century. Eastern 
cane products were made from indigenous rattan palms, 
and the caning material itself was also imported to 

Europe—and thence to the Caribbean. Eventually, 
other species of palm trees were also imported and 
cultivated, namely the common screw pine (Pandanus 
utilis), a native of Madagascar and Mauritius. Despite 
its name, the screw pine is not an evergreen. Its leaves, 
which grow as much as seven feet long, were used for 
caning, thatching, fish traps, hammocks, blankets, and 
many other objects. 

English furniture makers immigrated to the Carib-
bean, but many abandoned their craft once they dis-
covered the financial rewards of sugar cultivation. Most 
of the furniture was made by African-West Indian join-
ers, turners, and cabinetmakers, who used imported 
English (and by the nineteenth century, North Amer-
ican) pieces as models, but created distinctive local 
expressions by embellishing them with African and 
Caribbean decorative motifs. The fruit of the screw 
pine, which resembles an oversized pinecone, was one 
such element; other motifs drawn from nature in-
cluded the pineapple (traditional symbol of hospital-
ity), palm fronds, hibiscus flowers, banana leaves, 
breadfruit, and the sandbox fruit.

This article is adapted from the author’s British West Indies Style: 
Antigua, Jamaica, Barbados, and Beyond, just published by Rizzoli.
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An exceptional mid- 
nineteenth-century mahogany 

and hand-caned settee from 
Nevis with typical tropical 

floral carving on the crest rail. 
Winebrenner photograph.

Mahogany and hand-caned 
settee in Sunbury Plantation 

House, Barbados. Wine-

brenner photograph.

While cane was a mere fashion 
in Europe, it was virtually a necessity 
in the West Indies

Two nineteenth-century  
mahogany side chairs (from 
a set of twelve) flank a Bar-
badian center table with the 
so-called sandbox-fruit feet 
peculiar to that island. 
Winebrenner photograph.

A pair of nineteenth-century 
mahogany cane-seated side 
chairs in the Chippendale 
style from Barbados. Note 
the eighteenth-century  
Barbadian gaming table with 
a restored baize interior. 
Winebrenner photograph.


