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June 29, 2015

31th Legislature of the Virgin Islands 
Committee on Culture, Historic Preservation, Youth & Recreation

Good day Honorable Senators, Testifiers, members of the Gallery and viewing and listening audience.

My name is William Taylor and it is a pleasure and honor to address the Committee on Culture, Historic Preservation, Youth & Recreation on the State of Government Houses including Government House in Christiansted, Sion Farm and Bonne Esperance on St. Croix; Government House in Charlotte Amalie, and Catherineberg on St. Thomas and the Battery and East End School House on St. John.  


Bonne Esperance: 

Bonne Esperance is a forgotten VI treasure. An early mid-18th century Greathouse which has been badly treated over time and now looks like a bat-filled, and tree-encased horror movie set. 

There was some speculation that this one story structure had another floor long gone but there is no evidence. The Whim Library had some images but no text on the point. But one image had a fuzzy smear which, upon enhancement, (thanks, Joan) materialized the second floor. The photo predated the 1928 hurricane which likely took the floor and roof.  

Ill-considered plan “interventions” are easily identified to reveal a neo-classical layout which opens the building to a panoramic terrace overlooking the Kingshill Valley and both shores. The remnants of this terrace can be found in the bush.  The historical South entry terrace, on axis with the panoramic terrace access can resume its purpose if it were to be restored. The Greathouse’s masonry, fortunately, is surprisingly intact.

Abandonment has preserved the site features: Stone walls and gates, an intact masonry windmill with some original wood framing on top, village remnants, “hurricane” hut, among other things.  The estate was known to have structures, e.g. the water mill and factory, now gone, which can still be excavated and noted as part of the historical interpretation. 

With an enclosed area of 7,450 Sq. Ft. and surprisingly noble original details, Bonne Esperance was an impressive residence. 



Government House in Charlotte Amalie: 

This structure is entirely office space, it is not ADA accessible. The offices are not sound proof; it is not appropriately lit for use at night. Neither the corridors, the conference rooms nor the offices are lit for use at night which is unrealistic in 2015. The quality of the light provided is extremely poor. 


Catherineberg: 

Historic Catherineberg was built by Hans Henrik Berg in 1830 – a prominent public official who eventually became Town Recorder, Chief of Police, Councilor of State and Deputy Governor.

The upper, cooler floor served as family residence while the lower floor, the cellar as it was called, functioned as a service floor, storage, pantry and carriage area.

The plan faced East for ventilation rather than South with views of the harbor and town, of lesser importance. It’s “U” shape allowed for the upper bedrooms to have 2 or 3 exposures for ventilation. The entry porch and stairs funneled the precious breeze to the public rooms thence to the hallways for distribution to the West rooms.

In parallel, the porch stairs channeled ventilation to the lower rooms via an axial E-W corridor which cooled, in turn, all the lower rooms: a veritable wind machine.

Cooking was done in the Porter’s Lodge to the West and brought to the Greathouse Pantry in preparation for serving. Two internal stairs allowed the service cellar floor and staff to do their jobs. Even though it appears to be a two story house, it functioned as an elegant one story house supported by and dependent on the people and functions below. Truly an “Upstairs Downstairs” situation.

Upstairs, then and now, has the formality of privilege and status. Dining and entertaining were formal affairs served by appropriate spaces and furnishings. Living was servant-supported not conducive of the activities or style or spaces needed by a modern family.


For most of the last 185 years the building did well, stood up and adapted. But in the last two decades or so, the rationale of Catherineberg was lost with the introduction of Air Conditioning. A/C worked to reduce the temperature but to be “efficient” sealing up the building, closing off doors and windows was invited. This allowed dampness, mold and mildew to grow - which also effects comfort.

Without natural ventilation which drew away unwanted moisture, resulted in damaging water conditions which have affected the interior materials and finishes. The bottom line: A/C lowers temperatures but in doing so increases dampness.

Dew is water droplets condensed from the air on cooler surfaces. As liquid water it soaks in and spreads. It re-moisturizes on wood floors and beams above.

The A/C systems in Catherineberg don’t extract moisture, as they do in the Frederiksted Danish School. To the contrary, they contribute to condensation and moisture. This has affected the wood floors and beams, windows, doors and trim. Even the second floor ceiling has noticeable sagging and deflection.

There are no attic space or chases in the building and an A/C system designed to work with naturally vented historic structures, cannot be introduced.

Catherineberg with its very tall ceilings, no attic space and no discrete chase possible, is not a candidate for a benign, historic structure A/C system. Long term residential comfort is not possible here.

	Even if comfort could be achieved, the 1830’s layout that served the needs of a prosperous merchant family cannot be made to suit a modern family with after-hours working staff, children with playdates, modern work and relaxation areas and still retain its historic integrity.


The lower lounge area which floods every season needs to be addressed. The resulting damage affects both floors. The original architect anticipated this and planned for it but his measures were compromised in the recent past. Adjustments include excavation, waterproofing, drainage piping and strategies; and restoring ventilation by re-opening doors, windows and arches.

Catherineberg looks, feels like and should a museum.  

If Catherineberg were to become a museum fully restored, it would showcase the role architecture played in 19th century society of the Danish West Indies for both the upper and working classes. The building and contents would illustrate the emancipating nature of local joinery and building crafts as well as the high sophistication of 19th century Danish Neo-Classicism. (The Royal Academy had global impact on this new classicism as far away as Greece, the home of Classicism itself.)

	As a museum, doors, windows and trim need restoration along with the hardware. The lighting for museum purposes along with period lighting needs to be addressed.

The wood floors, unfortunately of both oak and (mostly) heart-pine have been moisture-affected, leading to rot and subsequent insect damage. The wood batten ceiling needs repair / replacement. New coatings (primed and painted) throughout are in order.

The exterior service entrance needs upgrading to mimic a main entrance: the accretions removed, the inappropriate 20th c paving reckoned with, new lighting for evening events, building accent lighting and other code issues addressed.


End School on St. John: Battery and East. I have not seen or viewed this property but I will do in the near future.
