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abstract: Scholars working on global environmental change research are 
increasingly seeing the value of collaborating on projects involving methodologies 
in the geophysical sciences and humanities to solve environmental problems such 
as climate change, soil erosion, and loss of biodiversity. Largely missing from these 
works, however, are histories of what might be considered earlier interdisciplinary 
scholarship by physical and human geographers, which are valuable for thinking 
about what it means to practice the interdisciplinary study of the environment. Th e 
purpose of this paper is to examine the understudied history of McGill University’s 
Caribbean Project of the 1950s and 1960s, to consider what it might tell us about 
the histories of interdisciplinarity in (geographical) research. We seek to broaden 
understandings about the very nature of interdisciplinarity, including what may 
be called early exercises in critical physical geography, through an examination 
of this small but important and enduring Canadian program located in Barbados 
with its own complex historical geographies. Focusing on a few instrumental 
scholars involved in the Barbados project— including the climatologist Kenneth 
Hare, the cultural geographer Th eo Hills, and the biogeographer David Watts— our 
contribution draws on primary materials (correspondence, reports, memoranda, 
and research site plans) obtained through the McGill University Archives and 
the Bancroft  Library at Berkeley University, as well as close readings of McGill 
Geography’s digitized Climatological Bulletins (1967– 93), Climatological Research 
Series, and student theses and dissertations. We conclude by suggesting possible ways 
forward for future interdisciplinary research on this and other projects, involving 
physical and human geographers and historians as well as local participants.
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Introduction

Scholars working on global environmental change research are increas-

ingly seeing the value of working collaboratively on projects involving 

methodologies in the geophysical sciences and humanities to solve en-

vironmental problems such as climate change, soil erosion, and loss of 

biodiversity. Known variously today as biogeography, environmental 

historical geography, historical political ecology, cultural climatology, 

and, more recently, critical physical geography, some of these projects 

are shedding light on the coconstitution of geophysical and biological 

processes with social, cultural, and historical relationships in shaping 

global environmental change.1 Largely missing from these works, how-

ever, are histories of what might be considered earlier interdisciplinary 

scholarship by physical and human geographers, which are valuable for 

thinking about what it means to practice the interdisciplinary study of 

the environment.2

Following the invocation to “highlight the work that already does 

‘think across the divide’ and open up conversations,” the purpose of 

this paper is to explore histories of interdisciplinarity regarding envi-

ronmental research through an examination of the Caribbean Project 

led by researchers from McGill University in Barbados starting in the 

1950s.3 Rooted in McGill’s growing Geography Department, the ini-

tiative brought together geographers, climatologists, historians, biolo-

gists, and other researchers whose eff orts blurred disciplinary boundar-

ies, and whose academic lineages reached some of the most renowned 

scholars in the histories of their disciplines. Writing in 1967, the cultural 

geographer who helped establish the Caribbean Project, Th eo Hills, 

suggested that the transformation of environments was contingent on 

“diff erent societies acting through cultures  .  .  . with diff erent histories 

and attitudes towards the land.” Th ese human activities, he stated, were 

complex, varied with time and scale, and should be examined in con-

junction with “such things as soil, vegetation, animal life and popula-

tion distribution,” illustrating an approach that might be considered 

interdisciplinary.4

In this paper, we document the understudied history of McGill 

University’s Caribbean Project of the 1950s and 1960s, to consider what 

it might tell us about the histories of interdisciplinarity in (geographical) 

research. We seek to broaden understandings about the very nature 

of interdisciplinarity, including what may be called early exercises 
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in critical physical geography, through an examination of this small 

but important and enduring Canadian program located in a distant 

place with its own complex historical geographies. We show that the 

integrative research projects conducted by scholars in Barbados were 

connected by a rootedness in historical inquiry. Our focus is on a few 

instrumental scholars involved in the Barbados project— including 

the climatologist Kenneth Hare, the cultural geographer Th eo Hills, 

and the biogeographer David Watts. Th e result is an account of an 

interdisciplinary collaboration that has been overlooked in histories of 

geographical knowledge production but stands as an early forerunner 

of more recent work in critical physical geography, political ecology, 

and environmental history. Although we identify the Caribbean 

Project as an understudied initiative, we are not the fi rst to write about 

the histories of the McGill Geography Department in the context of 

environmental research. Most notably, Stephen Bocking’s research on 

the aff ordances, mediations, and implications of aviation technology for 

McGill geographers’ fi eldwork practices in northern science.5 Matthew 

Wallace also refl ects on how Cold War technologies and data reshaped 

scientifi c research through the production of Arctic atmosphere as 

scientifi c “space.”6 As we note later in this paper, the Caribbean Project 

and the construction of “tropicality” holds many connections to the 

Arctic and subarctic research programs led by McGill geographers, both 

of which are situated within the geopolitics and funding initiatives of 

the Cold War era.7

What follows is an attempt to tell, in the words of Hayden Lorimer, 

one of the “small stories” of geographical fi eldwork, albeit a story carved 

out of the broader history of a powerfully large Canadian institution at 

the time.8 As Richard Powell has stated, “recovering the voices of  .  .  . 

unremembered geographers can reveal important dimensions of the 

shape and meaning of previous geographical practices.”9 Th is sentiment 

was echoed by Audrey Kobayashi in a commentary on the need for 

more biographical approaches for teaching histories of geography— 

summarized by her suggestion that “the history of our discipline is 

full of very human stories worth telling.”10 Our contribution draws on 

primary materials (correspondence, reports, memoranda, and research 

site plans) obtained through the McGill University Archives and 

the Bancroft  Library at Berkeley University, as well as close readings 
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of McGill Geography’s digitized Climatological Bulletins (1967– 93), 

Climatological Research Series, and student theses and dissertations. 

Departmental memoranda were particularly useful for learning how, 

in this case, tropical research programs were justifi ed and planned 

from the start. Our research also involved careful attention to McGill 

geographers’ acknowledgments sections— a relatively underrecognized 

technique, but an important method for tracing lineages and social 

networks, along with their notable exclusions. In the fi nal substantive 

section of the paper, we critically consider the Caribbean Project itself, 

drawing attention to the exclusion of women and local researchers 

from fi eld- based practices and publications. We conclude by suggesting 

possible ways forward for future interdisciplinary research on this 

and other projects, involving physical and human geographers and 

historians, but also local participants.

Historical Geographies of Interdisciplinary 

Research on the Environment

Our use of “interdisciplinarity” in this paper is tied to the idea of cre-

ating research programs that rely on the integration of ideas, methods, 

philosophies, and dissemination strategies between multiple disciplines. 

Prior to the term’s fi rst offi  cial appearance in print in 1972, interdisci-

plinary approaches were being defi ned in higher- education texts in in-

creasing numbers in the late 1960s and early 1970s.11 Th is was a time 

when, according to Asa Knowles, “existing patterns of higher educa-

tion were being criticized by university teachers and students alike,” 

demanding radical changes to research practice and, more commonly, 

teaching methods.12

Drawing from Julie Klein and Allen Repko, we see interdisciplin-

ary approaches as recognizing the important contributions of individ-

ual disciplines while also acknowledging that the integration of such 

knowledges and methods might lead to something more nuanced or 

entirely new.13 As James Evans and Samuel Randalls write, interdisci-

plinarity can be most eff ective when it avoids reducing or hierarchiz-

ing the disciplines in conversation with one another.14 Th eir focus on 

“polyvocality” seems useful when considered alongside the metaphors 

identifi ed by Repko that have been used to conceptualize interdiscipli-
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narity, including boundary crossing, bridge building, mapping (com-

paring knowledge to land and drawing on cartographic concepts like 

contours), and bilingualism (speaking multiple languages), all of which 

come with their contributions as well as constraints.15

Our attention to the interdisciplinarity coming out of the 

expansionistic McGill Geography Department in the 1950s and 1960s— 

with an increase in faculty members from the geophysical sciences— 

thus does not imply that interdisciplinary approaches were new at that 

time, nor are we suggesting that we are the fi rst to trace the histories 

of interdisciplinary or integrative fi eldwork.16 We acknowledge the 

historical contingency of the term “interdisciplinarity,” as well as the 

context in which geography departments during our time period 

expanded and took in other disciplines previously not connected to 

geography (and indeed, some of which have since become once again 

detached). McGill’s Caribbean Project can be traced in part to the 

group of scholars led by the notable cultural geographer Carl Sauer. 

Kent Mathewson calls this “Berkeley School” an early expression of 

“environmental geography,” where physical and human geography were 

“conjoined, or ideally, integrated.”17 Although the Berkeley approach 

notably produced its own exclusions and was certainly not the only 

contemporaneous site for interdisciplinary scholarship, the use and 

integration of physical geographic methods and data in studies of 

human- environment interactions, as well as a wide range of other 

forms of analysis, from historical narratives of landscape change to 

ethnographic accounts of subsistence practices among Indigenous 

peoples, infl uenced interdisciplinary approaches to the environmental 

research that followed.18

Several useful analyses and special issues centering on 

interdisciplinarity exist in geographical scholarship. Particular attention 

is paid to the integration of the “parent” disciplines of human and 

physical geographies through studies of the environment and associated 

debates around nature- culture (including the March 2008 Geoforum 

special theme, “Crossing the Divide”). Karl Zimmerer, for instance, 

pointed to the integrative spirit of “new ecologies” that precipitate 

and necessitate conversations between natural and social sciences to 

understand environmental issues oft en addressed by geographers.19 As 

Pawson and Dovers write, virtually all research on “the environment” 

has been assumed to be interdisciplinary in theory and/or practice, 
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although, as they note through the example of environmental history, 

interdisciplinarity remains a tricky concept to eff ectively articulate or 

accomplish as both theory and practice.20

Other scholars ask critical questions about how to situate geography 

and interdisciplinarity in the broader context of the academy. Within 

that larger conversation, some highlight geography’s unique position-

ing for both inter-  and intradisciplinarity, though geographers have 

been slow to take up this opportunity.21 Simon Naylor’s histories of 

fi eldwork as a method of geographical inquiry also spark connections 

between the “messiness” of fi eldwork and the entangled spatialities of 

interdisciplinary research discussed in this piece.22 Gregory Simon and 

Jessica Graybill have pointed to the need not just to address geography’s 

boundary- blurring characteristics, such as the “do’s, don’ts, benefi ts, and 

challenges” of interdisciplinary programs, but also to build a conversa-

tion around “geography in interdisciplinarity.”23 Th e authors advocate 

for a research agenda that involves refl exivity and a critical examination 

of everyday examples of scholars and departments actually doing this 

type of work.

Following Simon and Graybill, we use this piece to address what we 

observe as another opening in the existing literature on interdisciplinar-

ity in/and geography: primarily, that the focus on writing about theories 

and practices of interdisciplinarity have neglected the broader histories 

of interdisciplinarity in geography, especially (but not limited to) the role 

historical geographers have played in these discussions and programs. 

Th is is not to suggest that historical refl ection is lessened by interdisci-

plinary research. Rather, our work shows that historical approaches to 

environmental research have helped develop interdisciplinarity through 

a shared— if diff erential— recognition that past processes shape present 

environments. A historical approach must also include the geographies 

of interdisciplinarity; in this case, it is important to ask about the histor-

ical role of geographical contexts in shaping the practices and politics of 

interdisciplinary fi eldwork, especially that which takes place far from a 

home institution (see introduction to this special issue).

McGill Geography and the Caribbean Project

McGill University’s Department of Geography has a long history of con-

ducting research on the environment from multiple intellectual and 
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methodological angles. In 1945 McGill hired George Kimble to establish 

the Department of Geography and oversee the meteorological observa-

tory of the university.24 Kimble was recommended by Carl Sauer, who 

was consulted about the new position. In his initial address, Kimble ac-

knowledged geography’s position in the social sciences and its place-

ment in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences at McGill.25

In the same year that Kimble joined McGill, F. Kenneth Hare was 

hired as part of the teaching staff  aft er working as a climatologist with 

the Royal Air Force on monsoon climates in Southeast Asia.26 Hare suc-

ceeded Kimble as department head in 1950 and oversaw a program in 

climate research on Canada’s Arctic and subarctic. Th is northern work, 

which was “at the heart of the department’s great expansion in the 

next three decades,” was essentially extended to the Caribbean during 

Hare’s tenure as chair (1950– 62) and then dean of the Faculty of Arts 

and Sciences (1962– 64).27 “Trained as a geographer and internationally 

renowned as a meteorologist,” Hare was a proponent of synthesis (in ad-

dition to analysis) in environmental research, which may also explain 

his commitment to bringing together ideas and approaches from clima-

tology and meteorology into deeper conversation with geography and 

the geosciences.28 As Matthew Wallace recounts, Hare “believed that it 

was possible to make more explicit links between climatology and me-

teorology” (through what Hare termed “dynamic climatology”) and that 

“climatology thus acted as the initial bridge between geography and 

meteorology.”29

Despite his focus on the Canadian subarctic, Hare helped establish 

McGill’s fi eld- based tropical climatology research program during a 

time when “tropicality” was being redefi ned to specify climate (“hu-

man tropics”), alongside rapid developments in meteorology within the 

context of Cold War geopolitics.30 Hare was a strong follower of Carl 

Sauer and the Berkeley School, and he believed historical geography 

was “the most signifi cant part of our fi eld.” As chair of the department, 

he modeled McGill’s research program on Sauer’s approach rather than 

“the sterile aerial diff erentiation school associated with Dick [Richard] 

Hartshorne’s ideas.” He also added that his department “laid great stress 

on physical geography.”31

McGill acquired the land for the Bellairs Research Institute in 1954 as 

a result of its donation by Commander Carlyon Wilfroy Bellairs. Bellairs 

(1871– 1955) was a former Royal Navy offi  cer and member of the British 
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Parliament who had retired to Barbados in the 1930s. Considered an 

expert on naval policy by his fellow Conservatives, Bellairs had long 

displayed an interest in geography, as evidenced by his presentation to 

the Royal Geographical Society. Bellairs’s views were typical of those 

of many in the Conservative Party in his era: he dreamt of uniting the 

British Empire in a customs union and detested progressive taxation 

or any other measure that hinted of socialism. In addition to opining 

on politics, he also shared his views on a variety of technological and 

business matters in the British press.32 Upon retirement, he and his wife, 

Charlotte, purchased a fi ve- acre property in Barbados and by 1938 had 

built the Seabourne House, which later became the original building 

of the Bellairs Research Institute. His decision to give the land to a 

Canadian as opposed to a British university may have been a function 

of his evident disgust with recent developments in Britain, which had 

elected a Labour government in 1945. Bellairs appears to have shared the 

conviction of his contemporary and sometimes political ally Winston 

Churchill, that Canada, the “Great Dominion,” was destined to play a 

much greater role in the maintenance of empire.33

Bellairs initially off ered his Barbados property (see fi g. 1) in 1951 to 

the University of Toronto, but his proposed gift  was rejected by the uni-

versity’s chancellor, Vincent Massey, who sent the letter of off er along 

to F. Cyril James, the long- standing principal of McGill (1939– 62).34 

fig. 1. Bellairs Institute in Barbados, c. 1963 (McGill 

University Archives, PU019855).
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James gladly accepted the opportunity to develop a research station in 

the Caribbean. According to James, Bellairs hoped to develop closer ties 

to Canada by donating his estate, which would be used, James claimed, 

“to promote such relations for the benefi t of the island of Barbados.”35 

Bellairs requested that work should commence right away: “McGill 

could at once send a young scientist to Barbados.”36 James approached 

the Department of Geography as early as 1957 to send environmental 

researchers to the Caribbean island. From its early stages, Bellairs was 

a site of interdisciplinary activity, with geographers collaborating and 

living amongst zoologists, biologists, and meteorologists.

McGill’s Caribbean Project was not the fi rst to treat Barbados as 

a location for environmental research. Notably, earlier equivalents 

were clearly related to the brutal colonial history of the island. Sugar 

cane breeding, a practice undertaken in large part through the labor 

of descendants of enslaved people, was a major focus of preceding 

environmental research on the island. Th e commercial success of sugar 

cane breeding led neighboring island governments to emulate Barbadian 

projects with their own initiatives to produce cane for commercial 

cultivation, leading to unprecedented interisland cooperation among 

researchers, sugar companies, and planters, who sought the expertise 

of the principal Barbadian scientist, John Redman Bovell. As Jock 

Galloway, a historical geographer who visited Bellairs Research Institute 

as a McGill graduate student in 1960, has written, Barbados was 

considered a “center of innovation” by the end of the nineteenth century, 

with sugar cane breeding research stations set up in the late 1800s.37

McGill’s repurposing of the Bellairs site coincided with a period of 

signifi cant change in the Caribbean region, when numerous British col-

onies, including Barbados, joined together to form the West Indies Fed-

eration (1958– 62), a political unit designed to secure independence from 

Britain. Th e promoters of the federation used in part Canada’s constitu-

tion as a model for unifi cation, which highlighted the historically close 

connection between the West Indies and Canada. Th e short- lived feder-

ation was followed by the formation of the Caribbean Commonwealth 

aft er many British colonies sought independence.38

Th e establishment of the McGill research station in Barbados also 

occurred during a period when geographers and others were redefi n-

ing the “humid tropics,” most notably at the 1956 UNESCO meeting in 

Kandy, Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Th is group included the prominent tropi-
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cal climatologist Ben Garnier, who used the distribution of air masses 

to map the limits of the humid tropics. Before taking up an appoint-

ment in the Indiana University Geography Department in 1961 and then 

Montreal in 1965, he served as head of the Department of Geography at 

the University College in Ibadan, Nigeria, from 1951 to 1961, and he was 

tasked by the Commission on the Humid Tropics of the International 

Geographical Union to produce a map showing the humid tropics based 

on meteorological data.39 As Garnier later stated, the “‘humid tropics’ is 

a climatic term,” and “any delimitation of the region must be made by 

reference to climatic criteria, and that defi ning the humid tropics is es-

sentially a problem in climatic classifi cation.”40

Faculty and students from McGill Geography were some of the fi rst 

to visit the research station in Barbados (see fi g. 2). Alongside Barbadian 

researchers, they were particularly instrumental in starting and eventu-

ally running the Waterford Climatological Station, which was built in 

1958 on fi ve acres of land leased as part of an agreement between the 

Barbados Ministry of Agriculture, Lands and Fisheries, and McGill.41 In 

its early years, Waterford operated under the leadership of Th eo Hills, 

with Barbadian researcher Ivan Smith (who held a geography degree 

from McGill) in charge of fi eldwork.42 By 1962, when Smith left  the sta-

tion for Ghana, Waterford had become a section of Bellairs Research 

Institute, under the direction of McGill zoologist- biologist John Lewis. 

David Tout, a McGill Geography MSc student, recounted the ambitions 

at the Waterford site:

Th e aims of the station were to make meteorological and clima-

tological measurements, especially on a micro scale, at a tropi-

cal station within the trade- wind zone, to undertake research on 

problems of agricultural meteorology on an island with an econ-

omy virtually dependent on the production of sugar cane, and to 

establish a centre from which research into more general aspects 

of Caribbean geography and climatology could be undertaken.43

In 1958 two graduate students commenced research projects on the 

island, and Hills began an investigation into the changing relation-

ships between peasant farmers and the plantation sector that continued 

for several decades.44 Hills had arrived in Canada from New Zealand 

in 1950. He attributed his “concern with the landscape and with peo-

ple’s attitudes to and perception of it” to his early New Zealand profes-
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fig. 2. Jim Anderson, MA in geography, conducting fi eld interviews 

with Bajan farmers. Th e description includes the role of Ivan Smith, “a 

nature Bajan,” in running the fi eld station. Photo from McGill University 

Archives— Old McGill Yearbook (1962).

sors, but also to his McGill colleague, Kenneth Hare, who helped him 

think about “the meaning of landscape.”45 In turn, Hare credited Hills 

with launching the department’s “thrust into tropical geography.”46 In 

1956 Hills served as secretary of the International Union of Geographers 

committee on “Humid Tropics,” which connected McGill researchers to 
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others working on the UNESCO Humid Tropics Research Program, in-

cluding the former head of the department, George Kimble, who was 

the chairman of the IGU’s Commission on the Humid Tropics at the 

same time. It was Kimble who appointed Hills as the commission’s sec-

retary, which linked Hills and his students with the commission for the 

subsequent forty years.47 Hills emphasized that for what he understood 

“of man/land relations in the Caribbean,” he was indebted to a host of 

graduate students and colleagues with whom he worked in the fi eld.48

David Watts, the Berkeley School, and McGill

One of those students included David Watts, who eventually published 

Th e West Indies: Patterns of Development, Culture and Environmental 

Change since 1492 (1987).49 Aft er completing a BA in geography at the 

University College, University of London, in 1956, David Watts pursued 

a master of arts in geography at the University of California, Berkeley, 

writing a thesis titled “Human Occupance as a Factor in the Distribu-

tion of the California Digger Pine (Pinus Sabiniana).” Drawing from 

historical and ecological literature, Watts examined the distribution 

and utilization of what at the time was called the California Digger Pine 

(a pejorative term that has been replaced with the name “grey pine” or 

“ghost pine”) “within the diff erent periods of human occupance of the 

state.”50

At Berkeley, Watts met Sauer and another historical- cultural geogra-

pher, James Parsons, who served as his primary supervisor. Both Sauer 

and Parsons specialized in the “man- land” tradition and retained in-

terests in the Caribbean region.51 Th rough them, Watts “began to be-

come aware of the intricate relationships between culture, environment, 

and development” of the region. Th e infl uence of Sauer and Parsons on 

Watts’s work was enormous. In the acknowledgments of his 1963 McGill 

dissertation, “Plant Introduction and Landscape Change in Barbados, 

1625– 1830,” Watts ended by stating: “Finally, a debt of gratitude is owed 

to Professor Carl O. Sauer, of the University of California, Berkeley, who 

fi rst turned my thoughts towards the problems of vegetation and land-

scape change within the Caribbean region.”52

It is well known that Sauer was instrumental in redefi ning ideas 

of landscape starting in the interwar period, when environmental 

determinism still dominated the discipline.53 Th is contentious past 
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forced scholars to confront the ways in which geographers explained 

the impact of climate and environments on humans. Sauer’s cultural 

landscapes were human- centered and historical. When Watts was at 

Berkeley in the 1950s, Sauer broadened his own studies to include the 

wider Caribbean region.54 With funding from the new and prominent 

Geography Branch of the US Offi  ce of Naval Research (ONR),55 Sauer 

took Parsons on their fi rst research trip to the Dominican Republic 

in 1951.56 Together, they devised a place- based, process- oriented 

research program focused on the examination of landscape change 

and agricultural systems, a project that lasted from 1952 to 1969.57 

Watts became part of a network of students interested in the historical 

geographies of the Caribbean.58

Aft er completing his MA, Watts relocated to Montreal to start 

his PhD in geography. Just before arriving at McGill, he gained “fi rst 

hands- on experiences” with the Caribbean on board the cargo vessel MS 

Rydboholm, which added to his fascination with the region.59 Watts then 

pursued his doctoral dissertation project, “Plant Introduction and Land-

scape Change in Barbados, 1625– 1830,” which he completed in 1963. He 

worked closely with both Hills and Hare, bridging historical geography 

with biogeography.60 Hills emphasized the importance of ethnographic 

approaches, such as interviews with local farmers, alongside evidence 

found in archives. Hills once wrote how much he preferred research in 

the fi eld over the “hardship” of spending “long tedious hours, days, and 

months in archives,” to which he added: “Th e burden was considerably 

lightened by the assistance of my wife, who spent many hours extracting 

census data from microfi lms.”61

At McGill, Watts and his cohort were embedded in a research and 

teaching program devoted, at least in a limited sense, to the eff ects of 

European imperialism on “peripheral” regions such as the Caribbean. 

Th e Department of Geography off ered a variety of undergraduate 

and graduate courses involving historical geography. Hills taught 

the geography of “humid tropics,” which focused specifi cally on 

the Caribbean and Latin America, covering indigenous economies, 

expansion of mid- latitude nations, and colonialism.62 His graduate 

seminar, Frontier Settlement, introduced students “to comparative 

studies of frontiers of settlement in northern lands, especially Canada, 

and in the Tropics.” Another undergraduate course was Historical 

Geography, which examined relations “among man, habitat, and 
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economy” in diff erent time periods. Th e main focus was to reconstruct 

“the geographical milieu of past cultures.” Students could also take 

courses in the Department of History as part of a joint honors program. 

One of these courses included History 205 or Colonial Expansion, 

which focused specifi cally on the British Empire.63

Watts spent his fi rst summer in Barbados in 1960 at the Bellairs 

Research Institute with four other McGill graduate students.64 He 

identifi ed Barbados as an ideal “fi eld” laboratory for reconstructing an 

island landscape, and for examining the impact of three hundred years 

of British colonization, land and human exploitation, and sugar and 

slave plantations through the examination of the island’s plants.65 Watts 

depended on a wealth of archival materials from colonial offi  ce reports, 

political treaties, topographical accounts of observant visitors, maps, 

and personal correspondence, to summaries of plantation operations, 

details of local timber removal, plant catalogs, and botanical treaties. 

Th ese materials were housed in both Barbados and England.66

While Watts acknowledged the role of winds, currents, and tropical 

storms in transporting seeds and pollen, humans were the primary ac-

tors in generating ecological changes in Barbados. He identifi ed sugar 

cane as the most detrimental plant introduced in Barbados, which was 

tied intimately to the horrendous legacy of enslavement on the island.67 

Alongside this human legacy, large- scale sugar and slave plantations 

had caused deforestation, soil erosion, and soil exhaustion. Watts’s study 

of sugar cane involved particular sites for his fi eld studies in Barbados, 

including the rugged Scotland District and Turner’s Hall. As his fi eld-

work photographs from the 1960s reveal, landscape change over time 

also involved the erasures associated with it. Turner Hall, for example, 

was a former slave and sugar plantation connected with the FitzHerbert 

family in England. Th e FitzHerbert family also owned land in Watts’s 

hometown of Chapel- en- le- Frith, illustrating the myriad connections 

between the Caribbean and Britain— an area of interest in recent impe-

rial histories.68

Moreover, Watts highlighted the interplay of human and geophysical 

processes. One example was his focus on “trade- winds as an agent of 

power” in the age of enslavement.69 Plantation owners built windmills 

as windbreaks but also as a source of energy to power sugar mills. By 

the end of the seventeenth century, windmills became a major feature 

of the Barbadian landscape and provided a relief to planters who de-
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pended on cattle, horses, 

and slaves for processing 

sugar.70 Watts’s focus on 

winds overlapped with the 

work done at the climato-

logical base station in Bar-

bados in the 1960s (see fi g. 

3). Researchers aimed to 

provide basic data for ag-

riculture but also consider 

the development of “a fun-

damental study into the 

energy budget and varying 

microclimate of a tropical 

island in the trade wind 

zone,” which became the 

focus of the next wave of 

researchers in Barbados 

aft er 1963.

Watts’s dissertation 

served as a launching point 

for undertaking a new research program in human geography in the 

Caribbean. Writing to Dean Kenneth Hare in 1963, Trevor Lloyd, Hare’s 

replacement as department chair, stressed the benefi ts of Barbados to the 

human geography program, highlighting the importance of the “fi eld” or 

“outdoor laboratory” to the geographer.71 Another 1963 report noted that 

“[the] origins of plantation and peasant agriculture and their evolution 

during the past three centuries” was an “essential preliminary” to 

understanding the broader context in which future research of any kind 

must be situated.72 As Th eo Hills and his colleagues argued, attention 

to human geography (alongside the climatological, meteorological, and 

geomorphological research proposed) would have important ecological 

and economic benefi ts for Barbados and neighboring islands, such as an 

increase in agricultural production.

Th e group of McGill graduate students in the early years of the 

Caribbean Project helped pave the way for future cohorts of geographers 

who helped set up additional stations in Barbados. Although he 

fig. 3. Wind power experimental setup atop 

an ancient Barbados tower in 1962 (McGill 

University Archives, PR021138).
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was not explicitly named, references made in the above- mentioned 

report outlining plans for the new research station imply that Watts’s 

focus on historical geography had laid the groundwork for proposed 

future endeavors.73 His dissertation methodologies and fi ndings were 

employed in several McGill students’ graduate theses, including Carolyn 

Weiss’s master’s research, which investigated the historical, physical, 

and cultural factors shaping land use in Scotland District.74 Beyond his 

dissertation, Watts’s piece on Barbadian climatology with Wayne Rouse 

(see fi g. 4) has become a foundational text for interdisciplinary research 

on Caribbean geographies and histories of climate.75 Th eir descriptions 

of topography and climate data continue to be cited and used as bases 

for comparative analyses.76

fig. 4. Wayne Rouse, MA in geography, working with the meteorological 

equipment at the Waterford Station. Photo from McGill University Archives— Old 

McGill Yearbook (1962).
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Reflecting Back/Moving Forward

Our concentration on interdisciplinarity in geographical research, es-

pecially in the context of international fi eld study, is intended neither 

to defl ect nor justify the discipline’s history of colonialism, imperialism, 

and racism.77 If not explicitly acknowledged at the time, the Caribbean 

Project was indeed situated within a broader reconfi guration of “tropi-

cality” and geopolitical claims during the early Cold War. Although it 

is unclear whether the McGill geographers saw their research as sup-

porting or disrupting prevailing late colonial perceptions of the tropics, 

the historical record invites an important question: To what extent was 

the research done in Barbados in the 1950s and 1960s another example 

of the exploitation of a “new frontier” (spatially, temporally, and epis-

temologically), and thus bearing analytical links to McGill’s Arctic and 

subarctic research programs?78 Or, put another way, how did the inter-

disciplinary research of McGill’s Caribbean Project both challenge and 

further neocolonial knowledge production (however unintentionally)?

It is also important not to ignore the relations along racialized, 

classed, and gendered lines that would have shaped research design, the 

conditions of fi eldwork, and the recruitment of scholars. Th is is evident 

both implicitly and explicitly in our research materials, from unpub-

lished departmental memoranda to major publications. In a 1964 report 

about the planning of McGill Geography research sites in Barbados, 

for instance, climatologist E. T. Stringer referred to local Barbadian re-

searcher Victor Gibbs as a “climatological labourer” (in a separate cat-

egory from “climatologist” and “climatological assistant”).79 In David 

Watts’s summative 1987 book Th e West Indies, he refl ected that he “came 

under the spell of the West Indies,” a statement he may have draft ed to 

convey a sense of admiration, but which today is diffi  cult to separate 

from discourses of Caribbean or “tropical” culture as mystical, exotic, 

or even dangerous. Th e careful selection of students who became the 

face of the program was also noteworthy, as evidenced in Stringer’s 1964 

report: “Students selected for work in Barbados should have drive and 

not be the type to succumb to tropical living; women students in partic-

ular should be mature, stable, adaptable and academically bright.”80 Th e 

statement raises questions about what the McGill professors understood 

the dangers of “tropical living” to be, and the degree to which women 

might have been excluded from the Caribbean Project, and thus future 
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roles in the department, which requires further research.81 An analysis 

of McGill University’s geography program in Barbados therefore pro-

vides a valuable opportunity to continue investigating the politics of re-

search on the environment involving a northern academic institution in 

the Global South.

A history of McGill’s collaborative Caribbean Project sparks further 

questions about the practices and defi nitions of interdisciplinary re-

search. How have defi nitions of interdisciplinary research changed since 

McGill’s Caribbean Project began? Although we have identifi ed David 

Watts, for example, as a geographer whose research benefi ted from and 

promoted interdisciplinary approaches, it is unclear— and now impos-

sible to ask him posthumously— whether he would have considered 

himself in the same light. Similarly, it would be useful to compare inte-

grated approaches of a fairly young Geography Department at McGill in 

the 1960s with those pursued there today, considering the department 

now sits in a Faculty of Science.82 In the midst of an increasing push 

across institutions and funding agencies to promote interdisciplinarity 

in theory and brand, if not always in practice, it is worth considering 

the degree to which interdisciplinarity is a conscious exercise. As our 

paper demonstrates, placing geography and geographers at the heart of 

our discussion may point to “intradisciplinarity” as an equally appropri-

ate concept to account for the tendency for geography as a discipline to 

reach both outward/beyond and within/across boundaries.

Future research on the Caribbean Project and similar initiatives could 

also help geographers understand the spatialities and temporalities of 

interdisciplinarity, including the connection between interdisciplinarity 

and international relationships. We might question what kind of role the 

spaces and places of fi eld- based research played in contributing to the 

mingling of people and mobilizing of ideas, as found in the case of the 

Bellairs Research Institute and Brace Experiment Station in Barbados.83 

Although the institute was an impressive building in size, it was still just 

one site housing many people, requiring researchers from a variety of 

disciplinary backgrounds to share equipment and work and live in close 

proximity. As for the temporalities— specifi cally, rhythms— of interdis-

ciplinary research, McGill’s Climatological Bulletin reports in the 1960s 

highlight the experiments’ successes and accelerations, in part thanks to 

advancements in aircraft  and meteorological technologies, and collabo-

rations with groups like that from Florida State University. Yet they also, 
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if less explicitly, reveal that the rhythms of research were characterized 

by bumps, pauses, and delays. Future research on the historical geog-

raphies of interdisciplinarity would thus benefi t from greater attention 

to the mobilities and rhythms associated with “boundary- blurring” or 

“polyvocal” (fi eld)work. Finally, interdisciplinary work has been under-

scored by dynamic ethical challenges over the years— a concern that still 

requires more careful consideration and refl exivity. Such a call points to 

a need for historical research on the power relations of interdisciplinary 

and international relationships through fi eldwork.

We have turned a spotlight on McGill Geography’s Caribbean Proj-

ect, and its associated personnel such as Th eo Hills, Kenneth Hare, and 

David Watts, in response to what Kobayashi has identifi ed as a continu-

ing need to revisit the history of the discipline.84 We have asked if new 

initiatives to foster interdisciplinary work, such as critical physical geog-

raphy in the context of this special issue, might indeed have lineages in 

earlier programs like the Caribbean Project. It is not a stretch to propose 

that the McGill geographers working on Barbados were conducting 

some version of “critical” historical and geographical research through 

integrative studies of what Lave et al. call “socio biophysical landscapes,” 

putting into practice signifi cant elements of what scholars have recently 

termed critical physical geography, environmental history, and political 

ecology, among other interdisciplinary approaches to the environment. 

Perhaps most notably, the McGill scholars’ critical approach extended 

to their recognition of how ideas and land usage were culturally and 

historically contingent, an appreciation that was developed through ar-

chival research, fi eldwork, and living among local researchers. In this 

sense, fi eldwork provided a key methodological terrain through which 

scholars like Watts put scientifi c and ecological practices into conversa-

tion with historical, cultural, and economic relations of power.

However, these geographers were perhaps less attuned to their own 

positionalities as researchers, the role of power dynamics in fi eldwork, 

or simply other ways of knowing the world. Th ere remain many more 

“human stories worth telling” about the Caribbean Project, including 

those of the early women doing geography at McGill (such as academ-

ics like Carolyn Weiss, as well as other women behind the production 

of geographical knowledge, including the typists, archivists, translators, 

cooks, and Bellairs housekeepers).85 Future research will focus on the 

social relations of power that circulated through these interdisciplinary 
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programs, with greater attention to other researchers and partners from 

the Caribbean region who were oft en unnamed or received only brief 

mention in acknowledgments sections, but without whom the outputs 

of McGill’s Caribbean Project would not be possible.

We have also illuminated links between historical geography and 

subdisciplines such as biogeography, links that also implicate historical 

scholarship more broadly. In a 2011 interview the distinguished 

environmental historian John McNeill concluded that there is 

“considerable opportunity” for scholars to pursue environmental 

histories of the Caribbean because “there is virtually no environmental 

history of the Caribbean to date.”86 In light of the McGill project, this 

claim seems overstated. If, as McNeill states, environmental history is 

“to take into account the natural world and human interactions with 

the natural world,” then scholars working on past environments should 

read within and across disciplines, bridging what seem to be restrictive 

divides at a time of intensifying and irreversible climate change.87

Perhaps the greatest challenge, however, remains within the expan-

sive discipline of geography. Geographers today continue to underac-

knowledge the importance of thinking historically about environmental 

issues such as global environmental change.88 As Powell has suggested, 

the history of fi eld science in the Arctic helped shape a developing geo-

graphical imagination in Canada. Perhaps a similar argument can be 

made for the McGill geographers working in the “humid tropics” of the 

Caribbean (many of whom were also connected to research in subarctic 

and Arctic Canada), which requires further analysis.89 But in research 

of this nature, diff erent and deeper collaborations with partners from 

the Caribbean region are needed to break down the uneven power rela-

tions that seem to have defi ned McGill’s Caribbean Project. We need to 

not only look critically at the past but simultaneously engage with it, in 

order to be refl ective when conducting future interdisciplinary work on 

the environment.
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