
THE CONCEPT OF A U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS TERRITORIAL

MUSEUM CORRIDOR




       By Brian Turnbull
Background
For many decades, the people of the U.S. Virgin Islands have discussed the idea of building a museum structure, primarily to become the depository of its historical assets which are now housed in many local, national and foreign institutions, and are under the control of private individuals, public and private non-governmental organizations, (NGO’s) as well as the territorial, U.S. and foreign governments.

Previous efforts and discussions centered on the establishment of a “Territorial Museum System,” however, those discussions have largely remained simply that – discussions.  After forty years of planning and discussion, the territory of the U.S. Virgin Islands just recently in 2015 completed the construction of its first modern library facility - named in honor of the former governor, the Charles W. Turnbull Regional Library. The facility does not really contain the archival records it was originally intended to house.

There is also a wide variety of existing museums and “museum-type” non-governmental organizations and facilities within and throughout the U.S. Virgin Islands, mostly initiated, organized and maintained through extremely limited private funds and run by non-profits with volunteers. In addition, the United States government, through the Department of Interior’s National Park System, provides, operates and maintains a limited amount of museum facilities primarily at Fort Christianvaern and Fort Frederik on the island of St. Croix, and at its Welcome Center to the National Park on the island of St. John.

On St. Thomas, the capitol and seat of local governance in the territory, today there is not a single government-based museum facility in existence. Fort Christian, the location of the original seat of government in the territory, later turned into a house of incarceration, is currently being restored to reflect its historical period in the life of the Danish West Indies. The current effort to restore this facility is ongoing and has remained a high priority project for both the territorial and federal governments but has encountered decades of setbacks and shortages of funding. This project is now approximately 70 percent complete.

The majority of the historical artifacts, records, and documents of significance to the people of the former Danish West Indies, for the most part, remain stored at multiple sites across the globe.  It is however known that the majority of those records, documents and artifacts are primarily under the control of both the Danish and United States governments as well as private institutions.  
Many of the custodians of these invaluable and priceless records of the people of the Danish, and now U.S. Virgin Islands have made a protective claim over those records, documents and historical artifacts on the basis of continuing to care for and protect them until the local government of The Virgin Islands can demonstrate its ability to house and care for those resources. Despite the position of those in custody of V.I. historical records - although seemingly authoritative, neither the U.S. Virgin Islands government nor its people have agitated for, demonstrated or created the mechanism or vehicle to accomplish the prerequisites for gaining their historical records and artifacts.  

As we approach the eve of the Centennial Celebration of the Danish-American Virgin Islands, the subject has again taken new significance and prominence and has captured the heart and spirit of all interested parties, including and especially the three primary governments involved, namely the territorial government of the U.S. Virgin Islands, the United States Government through its Department of Interior and the Danish government.

In the U.S. Virgin Islands no one speaks with more conviction and fervor on this subject than an elected senator in his second term, the Honorable Myron D. Jackson.  All his life, Senator Jackson has been and remains committed to the preservation and continuity of the people of the now U.S. Virgin Islands. His is a lifelong commitment, which innately is always reconnecting “our past to the present” in order to propel us into the future with a greater understanding, appreciation and respect of who we are and the contributions and historical records of those who got us here.  His story is our story, and so as he searches on his quest to know more, not only on his own but on our behalf, we as a people and the generations of unborn Virgin Islanders will have a greater strength in the knowledge of their legacy and the place in history that gave meaning to their existence. 
It is Senator Jackson who coined the phrase “Museum Corridor,” influenced by what he had experienced many years previously in his many visits to the National Museum in the Washington, D.C., the capitol of the United States of America. There he witnessed and appreciated the approach taken by the Smithsonian Institution and how it takes multiple facilities and sites to properly recognize and honor the history of a place.  This concept resonated with Senator Jackson and has never left his spirit.

As a result, in some recent public design charrettes he expounded on this concept as it related to the development of the idea of a “Museum System” within the territory.  It was Senator Jackson’s strong conviction that drove one of the local chapters of the American Institute of Architects’ recent Charrette Teams to consider and explore the concept of a “Museum Corridor” within the Kings Quarter district of downtown Charlotte Amalie. 

Kings Quarter District:
Kings Quarter in the capitol of Charlotte Amalie has remained historically the primary seat of government throughout the history of both the Danish and American Virgin Islands. The Quarter, or district, is defined by physical boundaries lying toward the eastern quadrant of the original town of Charlotte Amalie. It’s the physical location where you can find all three branches of the central government. 

Sitting almost in the center of the district, perched on a promontory, sits the executive offices of the Governor of the Virgin Islands. Sitting along the coastline are the offices of the two other branches of government – the Virgin Islands Legislature and the Virgin Islands territorial and federal courts. 

Just east of Government House, along Kongens Gade – an eastbound one way artery intersects with Hospital Gade. This primary north-south traffic artery runs from Veterans Drive downtown to Maude Proudfood Drive, or Mafolie Road, which leads out of town.  Hospital Gade measures approximately two city blocks, or about 1,000 linear feet.

Hospital Gade is flanked by several significant structures and open public spaces of note, including the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Virgin Islands Veterans Memorial Park, the Virgin Islands Department of Education, the Virgin Islands territorial court and prison, and the Moravian school and church.  Also located along this street are several vacant lots and abandoned public and private buildings.  Three residential structures also still exist along this artery, however the predominant uses are largely public and private functions by both the local government and religious institutions.
The Western side of Hospital Gade:
At the bottom of Kongens Gade, where it intersects with Hospital Gade, sits three parcels – Nos. 14, 15 & 16 Kongens Gade, comprising approximately 15,000 square feet which currently operates as a private gravel-surface parking lot.  These parcels were once the location of a local cinema - The Apollo Theatre.  Moving northward along Hospital Gade, the parking lot is adjoined by another publicly held parcel containing ruins with no remaining significant historical value.  
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Parcel Nos. 14, 15 & 16 Kongens Gade    
The second property – Parcel Nos. 14 & 15 Dronningens Gade, consists of approximately 8,800 square feet along the western side of Hospital Gade. This property is owned by the Virgin Islands Public Defender and is designated to house a new office building.
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 Parcel No. 14 & 15 Dronningens Gade

Adjoining Parcel Nos. 14 and 15 Dronningens Gade is a partial vehicle and pedestrian “Step Street,” an east-bound traffic artery intersecting Hospital Gade.

As one moves further north along the western side of Hospital Gade, you would come to Parcel No. 51 Dronningens Gade, a vacant residential-zoned parcel, followed by Parcel No. 2 Hospital Gade, which is a two-story multi-family occupied residential structure. 
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 Parcel No. 1 Hospital Gade (Residential)

Immediately thereafter is another pedestrian “Step Street” recently named Heath Walkway in honor of the prominent family. 
Continuing in a northern direction, along the western face of Hospital Gade, the next three remaining parcels are properties owned by the central Government of the Virgin Islands. These properties are significant because they have structures of historical note which have no current use or occupants, but once housed elementary schools.  Many of the current and past prominent Virgin Islanders attended what was then the Lincoln School, named initially in honor of Abraham Lincoln – one of the presidents of the United States.  The school was later renamed the J. Antonio Jarvis Elementary School, which also honored a prominent Virgin Islands historian, educator, writer and entrepreneur.

These three parcels Nos. 23-22; 20-21; 53-54 & 52B, 53 & 54 Prindsens Gade are most significant because they give promise to the idea of contributing to the concept of a linear museum corridor concept.  Ideally these properties are readily available and leaving them in an unoccupied, vacant and abandoned state would result in a significant lost opportunity.
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Parcel No. 20-21 Prindsens Gade                           Parcel Nos. 53-54 & 52B 53 & 54 P.G.

J. Antonio Jarvis Annex Bldg.                                J. Antonio Jarvis Elementary School 

       (currently vacant)                                           Bldg. (currently vacant)
There is also a twenty-five foot “Step Street” with pedestrian access ramps which separates the principal J. Antonio Jarvis School Building from its secondary annex building. 

The Museum Corridor Concept:
Six of the seven above-described parcels along the western side of Hospital Gade, appear to lend themselves to the concept of a Museum Corridor. Four of the parcels are currently owned by the central government, although one of those four is designated for a public purpose.  Of the remaining three privately-held parcels, two are vacant and one occupies an existing multi-family dwelling.  

Acquiring all or the majority of the remaining privately-held parcels, or designating their best use for a public territorial purpose, would not be uncommon and could promote and invigorate a higher value than their current vacant status now commands.

The eastern side of Hospital Gade is no less interesting, but has fewer properties with re-development potential.  Two of those parcels currently have public structures of value occupied by the Department of Education and the Virgin Islands territorial court and prison. The remaining structures on the eastern side of Hospital Gade consist of the Memorial Moravian School/Church Building - which occupies Parcel Nos. 15A, 16 & 17A Norre Gade; a private parking lot at Parcel No. 33 Norre Gade; a garage and tow truck business located on Parcel Nos. 19A & 19B Prindsens Gade, and three residential  one- and two-family structures located on Parcel Nos. 13 and 52 Dronningens Gade, as well as the single-family dwelling located on Parcel Nos. 55A and 55AB Prindsens Gade. 
Only two additional parcels are located on the eastern side of Hospital Gade. Parcel No. 13 Kongens Gade is currently vacant. This property is privately held and already positioned to be developed as a commercial office complex. The second remaining property on the western side of Hospital Gade is a small cottage, a vernacular commercial structure of historic significance and registry, located on Parcel No. 15B Norre Gade.    

Integrating and utilizing the existing opportunities currently available in the identified properties presents a first step in defining the foundational parameters for a Territorial Museum System – a discourse best defined by appropriate stakeholders. The intent here is not to try to limit or define an entire Territorial Museum System by identifying any single or combination of sites, but as an initial undertaking, identifying and moving forward with a commitment to initiate the process – a point and place of beginning.  It is highly probable that other locations on St. Thomas, as well as on St. Croix and St. John will be included in the concept of a Territorial Museum System. 

Taking advantage of the opportunity created through the Centennial Celebration provides a thrust forward.     
 

 CONCEPT PLAN LOCATION OF INITIAL MUSEUM CORRIDOR
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 Museum Corridor Area Along Hospital Gade Depicting Seven Potential Museum Sites
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