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Saba: still 'Unspoiled Queen' 
Frans Brugman 

 
In a welcome sign at the small airport of the Caribbean island of Saba is written: "The 
Unspoiled Queen". Sun, sea and an unspoiled nature feature the island.  After the profligacy 
of the Netherlands Antilles in October 2010, it became a 'public entity' as one of the three 
special municipalities of the Netherlands together with Bonaire and St. Eustatius,. However, 
despite its desire to achieve a UNESCO status, its builing heritage is under serious threat.  
 
Saba measures only thirteen square kilometers. The island has steep slopes and a mild, tropical 
climate. Cultural heritage in the form of wooden cottages is in charming harmony with the rugged 
landscape. In about 1645, a group of Dutch settlers landed from St. Eustatius and founded a 
permanent settlement. After more than fifty years of struggle between the French, English and 
Dutch, in the late 17th century, Saba came under the supervision of the Dutch. Until the end of World 
War II, Saba was an isolated but self-supporting community. The current islanders, born and raised 
Sabans, are originally from the Dutch province of Zeeland, England, Ireland or Scotland. The history 
of the oldest settlement goes back to the pre-Columbian period. In 2013 exhibits were presented on 
the island with artifacts and other traces of the Amerindian tribes that inhabited Saba before the 
colonization. 
Together with St. Eustatius and St. Maarten, Saba constitutes the windward part of the former 
Netherlands Antilles. The Leeward islands of Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao are about 900 km further 
south-west, near the coast of Venezuela. All together about 1,900 people live on the island. Thanks 



to the construction of the airport in 1963, tourism, in particular diving tourism, has taken off. The 
presence of the Saba University has rapidly increased the number of residents with 600 persons. 
The monumental cottages are scattered around the island and can be found in places with intriguing 
names such as Hell's Gate, Windwardside, St. John's and The Bottom. The Bottom is the capital of 
the island. Here are the administrative buildings and the residence of the governor. The Bottom 
counts about forty historically valuable buildings and Windwardside around seventy. The facades of 
the original houses are covered with wooden shingles, painted white (shingles are small wooden 
boards. The word is derived from the German word “Schindel”) or other white painted wooden parts. 
The red-painted shingles on the roof are visually dominant in the landscape. The shutters are painted 
in white and green and the facades and porches are often finished with so-called “gingerbread” trim. 
These main characteristics of the houses must be respected according a "regulation" of Wycliff Smith 
July 21, 1986, who was the Lt. Governor at that moment. Besides the houses also the grid on the 
island is the identical, as well as the grounds secretions, which consist of natural stone. Striking are 
also the small burial places in the private gardens of the cottages. Sometimes there are one or two 
gravestones in a location, but it may also be ten. 
 
Degradation 
At first glance, there seems to be an "Unspoiled Queen". However, clear, protective regulations are 
lacking. At a closer look and when visiting on a regular basis, this becomes obvious. Although it 
seems that the island is still lovely and unspoiled, the heritage values are under strong pressure. 
Only a relatively small triangle from the sulphate mine to the top of the island is designated as a 
protected nature area. Only the marine park around the island is well protected. 

 
Same place as the WIB-bank in The Bottom before the new building. Situation 1986. 
 
 
 



Since 1985 the author of this article and Prof. LC Temminck Groll conducted extensive research into 
the history, typology and external influences concerning the typical Saban cottages. Already at that 
time it was advocated to take measures to protect the cultural heritage of Saba. On the basis of this 
study, a monument register had been established. For some dozen monuments heritage values were 
produced and presented to the Governor. Now the island was in the position to create a register of 
monuments. In 1989 came a Monument Ordinance (monumentenlandsverordening). In 2010, a 
"Monument Island Regulation 
 
Saba 2010” was defined: “... considering the need for the preservation of monuments of history and 
art as well as to preserve the cityscape it is necessary to establish rules for the implementation of 
the Monument Ordinance 1989 ...'. The legal basis for this is the BES Monuments Law. But then 
there was no further progress. Saba still has no Monuments Committee, no monument registry and, 
as there are no monuments that have been properly designated, thereis no ban on demolition,. As 
long as such measures are not implemented, every owner of a traditional wooden cottage can 
demolish it and replace it by a concrete or stone house with multiple floors. Although there are rules 
that a building should not exceed two floors, in the past, the islanders do not seem to worry too 
much about such rules. 
 
The successful Netherlands Fund (NRF) National Restoration has earmarked funds for Saba, originally 
amounting to 1.25 million euros. Due to the lack of applications,  part of this sum is already spent on 
projects in Bonaire, so now 750,000 is still available for initiatives on Saba. 
 
A pilot project in which house owners could get a low cost loan for restoration from the NRF, did not 
materialize. On Saba a draft proposal was written, in which choices were associated with conditions 
such as ownership, risk financing from a future revolving fund, possible exploitation of the object and 
ambitions of the owner. One owner of a cottage dropped out because he did not get clarity on tax 
consequences of his plans. For another owner it all took too long. Also impulses from the Netherlands 
among others Stadsherstel Amsterdam, together with the Ministry of Education, were to no avail. 
The impression in the Netherlands was based on the fact that insufficient support was given from the 
part of local authorities. 
 
Saba on the World Heritage List? 
In 2011 the Saban government requested to get listed in the UNESCO World Heritage List based on 
its  special nature and the cultural heritage. Unfortunately, the application was incomplete to the 
extent that in April 2013, the National Office of Cultural Heritage requested René Caderius van Veen, 
who has been living on Saba for several years, to bear in as much supporting documentation for the 
application as possible. Based on previous studies, a report was published concerning the application 
of Saba as a "mixed-site” to be placed on the World Heritage List. The lack of protective measures, 
the lack of progress with the development of a draft monument register and a protective plan based 
on the spatial planning law appeared to be major shortcomings. In addition, not having appointed an 
independent expert commission and not working out the Monument ordinance for the protection of 
the monuments proved to be fatal. This resulted in the fact that inclusion on the UNESCO World 
Heritage List is not on the agenda before the year 2020,and that considering there is still much to be 
protected! 
 
For example, in 2013, our Royal couple opened a path leading to the remains of an ancient sugar 
distillery and huts of the workers.. Some of the private burial places around the cottages are relics 
from the era of the Amerindians, thus before 1640. Later, this tradition was taken over by the 
european settlers. However, most striking,  is the architecture and materials of the many wooden 
cottages on Saba. They are the key elements of the charm of the buildings on Saba. 
 
In addition, there the remains of the old eighteenth century plantations that have historic value. 
These consist mostly of terraced farm fields, but today they are often overgrown by the tropical 
forest. Only a few are still in use because it is sometimes difficult to work on. Through the 
"SABAGRO”- project in cooperation with the University of Wageningen  it is investiagted how 
agriculture can be stimulated again used to make Saba less dependent from imports. This could very 



well be accompanied by a some restoration and re-use of the small plantations. The remnants of 
indigo- and sugar-industry are also important in the historic development of the island. 
 

 
The post office, built in 1930 which housed in the 80's also the tourist office. 

 
The same situation in 2014. Also the special detail of the tower with the bell is gone. 
 



 
 
What to do ... now? 
The cottages are threatened by new constructions. Some have been completely demolished and 
replaced by concrete dwellings. The application for the World Heritage List has a low priority of the 
National Office of Cultural Heritage. The main reason is the absence of some form of protection of 
the monuments. The first step in the process to effect a reasonable protection of the island cultural 
history again must be based on cadastre map, but even this appears difficult to obtain as the local 
authorities do not cooperate. Therefore it is quaestionable if the normal methods of heritage 
protection on Saba island can be simply copied. Perhaps other forms of raising awareness, and thus 
the preservation and protection may be necessary. The book "The Monuments of Saba”  contains 20 
pages of recommendations, e.g., the initiation of a monument information desk where islanders can 
come with their questions, and creating a monuments fund that contributes to the preservation of 
characteristic (parts of) buildings. However key is triggering the awareness of the value of the 
heritage in the younger generation. This could be picked up by the schools on Saba. It will put their 
unique culture into the spotlight, so that the island remains 'unspoiled' and thus remains attractive 
for residents and for tourists. Given that the protection of the Saban heritage is quite a challenge, an 
intiative within Heemschut lead to creating of a working group which will specifically focus on the 
BES islands, as a special Dutch municipalities. The 'watchdog' function of Heemschut is thus 
expanded. 
 
 
Frans Brugman was a lecturer at the University of the Netherlands Antilles (1984-995) and CEO of NV Stadsherstel Willemstad 
(1995-2012). He is currently a consultant at Bridge Consulting and member of the Committee of North Holland Heemschut. 
René van Veen Caderius provided valuable contributions to this article. 
 
An overview of properties that should be regarded as a monument to Saba can be found on the website 
http://www.sabaweb.nl/monuments-saba/ . This site is still under construction and is created by Heemschut volunteer 
Caderius René van Veen. 

 

 
Frans Brugman published in 1995 a book  
about the history of the cottages Saba. 
 "The monuments of Saba.  
The Island of Saba, a Caribbean example “  
was issued by The Walburg press and can be  



ordered second-hand using various websites.  
[red: 1 copy is available at the Wilhelmina Library] 


