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REINTRODUCING TROPICALITY TO ST MAARTEN
A residential typology rooted in the soil of the past

DOMINO
popular game in Latin America

Image capture: Feb 2020 Images may be subject to copyright.

 Martin Berger

Photo - Feb 2020

The Original Fat Boy BBQ Jimmy's Kitchen & Grill

FOOD
there is a prominent food culture on 
the island with barbecue at its centre

CARNIVAL
peak of St. Maarten culture

expression through colour, dance, mu-
sic and clothing.

FOOD
local vegetables and fruit are sold next 

to most streets

ART & COLOUR
Flamboyant tree

national tree of St. Maarten

LOCATION

CULTURAL IMPRESSIONS

INFLUENCES OF GLOBALISATION

St. Maarten has been subject to outside influences since its existence. From the indians that traveled through the caribbean and made their stops on the island 

3500 years ago until the time that the economy started to influence the way that life is lived. From the 1950s the tourism sector started to grow which provided 

and still provides income for the largest part of the people on St. Maarten. This increased the total population from a little over 2000 inhabitants in 1955 to around 

42.000 people today, excluding the illegal immigrants which is said to be another 30.000 additional people. And that accounts only for the dutch side of the 

island.   

As a result, the island had to expand very quickly over a timespan of only 70 years and results in relatively monotonous urban environments where public space 

is scarce and social interactions do not occur alot. The buildings are built in a farely standard way which are mostly bungalows constructed out of concrete. The 

buildings and neighborhoods do not respond to the tropical savannah climate that they are in and when walking through a typical middle class neighborhood you 

would not expect these buildings in a tropical climate.

This way of building was not always a normality. Before 1950 the buildings on the island looked like they did in the picture in the top left border. Buildings were 

constructed using a wooden frame and wood finishes placed on a foundation of local natural stones. This way of building fits the natural climate better because 

these buildings are light and have more openings in the facades to let i natural ventilation. Yet, there is one aspect of the climate that made these buildings 

disappear which is the hurricanes that occur once every couple of years. Concrete ofcourse is a stronger material and quickly became more popular when it 

became more affordable than wood.

This project is a exploration to design a residential typology which not only responds to all aspects of St. Maarten’s climate but also its context and culture. Below 

and on the other panels the result of this project is shown.

TECHNICAL
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BUILDING

DETAIL
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Improving social interactions on urban scale starts with 
the implementation of public space. The public squares 
are the central point of a building cluster and can be 
used for social events.

By linking different types of public space the transition 
from the car street to the private property becomes 
softer which gives the feeling of intimacy and security 
once you arrive at your home.

The building placement makes sure that the central 
squares are shaded during the day and the natural wind 
flow can pass through the public spaces and reach the 
buildings.

The logistical services such as the grey water treatment 
and the waste pick-up points are located at the service 
buildings next to the parking places. 

URBAN CONCEPT
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The building concept is based on the synergy between 
a central core which can withstand hurricanes and two 
blocks of living spaces. The core provides stability for all 
segments and allows for natural ventilation through the 
spaces.

The round shapes are a design feature that improve 
the drag coefficient of the building in high-windspeed 
condition. Meaning that less pressure builds up on the 
skin of the building.

Veranda space is important in climates like the one in 
St. Maarten. It provides shading to protect the indoor 
spaces from heating up during the day. Furthermore it 
is a element of the building where people can interact 
with each other which works really well with the newly 
introduced public spaces.

The building is easily expanded upwards due to its 
modular building elements. The building above is the 
building that I developed further in my drawings.

BUILDING CONCEPT
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core - 35 m2

living - 60 m2 living - 60 m2

core - 25 m2 living - 40 m2 living - 40 m2

layout possibilities (plan)

rules rules ruleslayout example layout example layout example

rules rules ruleslayout example layout example layout example

parameters
parameters

layout possibilities (section)

PLANNING

1. 2. 3. 4.

PREPARATION CONSTRUCTION COMPLETION

2.1m

2.1m

interior impression

A. CORE B. LIVING ATTACHMENTS

base configuration

spaces

• vertical travel
• kitchen
• bathroom(s)
• storage space

spaces

• living room
• study
• dining room
• entrance
• bedroom

1

1

2

2

3

3

4

4

1. bathroom (3 m2)

2. storage (5 m2)

3. stairs

4. kitchen (8 m2)

1. bathroom (3 m2)

2. storage (5 m2)

3. stairs

4. kitchen (5 m2)

1. veranda (25 m2)

2. living (17 m2)

3. study (8 m2) 1. veranda (25 m2)

2. living (17 m2)

3. study (8 m2)

1. veranda (30 m2)

2. living (25 m2)

3. entrance (8 m2) 1. veranda (30 m2)

2. living (25 m2)

3. entrance (8 m2)

particion 
placement

particion 
placement

solar path wind directioninside/ outside spacewalkthrough/
ventilation

positioning 
staircase

space between 
sections

interior
space

veranda
space

1 1

1 1

2 2

2 2

3 3

3 3

In the planning phase the owners decide 
how large the house will be. Depending 
on size of the household and available 
resources they will choose the size of the 
two main elements of the typology:
A. core
B. living attachments

The overview below shows which 
parameters determine the size of each 
element based on the grid of 2.1 by 2.1 
meters.

TYPOLOGY FLEXIBILITY
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the soft borders and open character of the veranda increases social interaction within the neighborhood. on the other hand, privacy might be needed at times. the storm panels can function as privacy screens but also to block 
the low hanging sun rays.

storm panels are primarily usefull to provide a protective skin around the building in the event of a hurricane.

elevation A
1:50

The secondary structure is a wooden frame which consists out of 2 parts. 

1. The top part has louver panels that allow the natural wind flow to pass through the 
building the entire day.

2. The bottom part is the facade that responds to its context. The resident household 

has the choice to place a closed or open facade panel between every column, privid-
ing privacy or views to the outside. To maximize use of the veranda, the image above 
had sliding doors which connect the inside to the outside and enlarges the living 
spaces.

FACADE ADAPTABILITY
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plan ground floor
1:100

plan second floor
1:100
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detail 1 - roof ridge vent
1:5

•  0.5mm zinc roof sheeting with standing seam
• 16mm curved plywood sheet
• 19mm coco fibre sound/ heat insulation
• 16mm curved plywood sheet

roof ventilation cap

detail 3 - 2nd floor connection
1:5

detail 2 - roof gutter
1:5

storm panel rail integrated into beam

aluminium gutter

gutter bracket

8x8” softwood 
lumber beam

0.5mm corrugated 
aluminium roof sheeting

water barrier foil

water barrier prefab wood box floor

ceiling finish

floor finish

floor socket

veranda finish

sliding door floor rail

Foundation

After excavation the concrete foundation is cast on-site. The concrete used for 
the foundation is a sustainable mix of the following parts:
• fly ash to minimize cement use
• sand
• construction waste which is grinded and used as the gravel component 

normally present in concrete
• cement

Rammed earth core 

The walls are build with excavated clay loam soil which is available on site. 
To ensure durability and a equal load distribution on the walls, a concrete 
ringbeam is cast on the walls.

Primary structure

The primary load bearing structure is placed on the perimeter of the founda-
tion and attached to the core. The structure is stabilised by a second row of 
beams.

First floor: rammed earth core 

The walls are build with excavated clay loam soil which is available on site. 
To ensure durability and a equal load distribution on the walls, a concrete 
ringbeam is cast on the walls.

First floor elements

The floor is made from prefabricated wooden elements which are made on 
the island from standard dimensional lumber pieces which are imported to the 
island.

First floor: primary structure

The primary load bearing structure is placed on the perimeter of the founda-
tion and attached to the core. The structure is stabilised by a second row of 
beams.

Roof

The roof structure is prefabricated and transported to the site to be assem-
bled. The structure is mounted to the primary structure whereafter the roof is 
finished with insulation and zinc sheeting similar as to other buildings on the 
island.

Secondary structure: facade

The secondary structure is placed according to the wishes of the inhabitants. 
Then the facade panels can be placed to finish building construction.

BUILDING SEQUENCE

DETAILS

SECTION

1.

2.

3.
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standardized prefabricated elements - easy construction, adjusta-
bility and expandability.

drift-pin connectors - easy construction and adjustable column connection - clean and stable

core construction - stabilised and reinforced rammed earth wallsfloor box elements - interconnected to form

roof battens

connector 
top chords to middle web 
member

center web member

bottom chord rafter
@ 30 degrees on centre

connector
connecting rafter to 
columns

top chord rafter
@ 30 degrees around 
center web member

zinc roof sheeting
standing seam connection

flexible plywood sheet
16 mm thickness

flexible plywood sheet
16 mm thickness

coco fibre panels
insulation 19 mm thickness

battens

tools - easy connection where only a hammer is necessary.

BUILDING ELEMENTS
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A. public square B. communal courtyard C. public walkway

situation drawing
1:200

A

B

C
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FACADE FRAGMENT
1:20

A. 
Amado storm panels as used as seen in traditional Japanese architecture. Besides being used 
during tropical storms, they can provide shading for low angled sun and for privacy when 
needed.

entrance to the 
building and private 
garden

158 This grain store fromEggen am
Kraigerberg,Carinthia,Austria,only has
tinywindowopenings, the door and the
movable beamas optional opening.–
Maria Saal Open-airMuseum,Carinthia,
Austria.

159 Mawari amado (= pivoting storm/
rain door) on the corner of a building.
(source:Ando et al., 1995,p. 20)

85

157 Doormountedonpivotswithwooden
latch in theMuzeul Satului in Sighetu
Marmat̨iei,Maramures̨,Romania.

Types and Functions ofWood Joints

Typology

Firstly, let no-one tell you there is a good reason for defining
wood joints in a particular way.The sole reason behind any sys-
tem of definitions should be the purpose for which said clas-
sification is intended.
Therefore, in principle, nothing stands in theway of dividing up
wood joints into movable and fixed. So long as iron remained
very expensive, such tasks had to be accomplished exclusively
in wood, the problems this raised often leaving us today to-
tally perplexed.Whether a door mounted on pivots (Fig. 157) or
its wooden latch, a sliding gate which closed a small window,
or a pivoted horizontal cut-out in a log wall which could have
served to admit light and air. (Fig. 158) Climatic conditions in
Japan have led to a development which we have not witnes-
sed here in Europe. In order to really open up the entire build-
ing in extreme situations – and conversely too, to seal it com-
pletely –, the Japanese developed doors which could be slid
around corners! (Figs 159, 160 & 161)
Wood joints of this type are hardly ever covered by definitions.
However, their contribution to the informative value of this
classification is actually very limited.
Another possibilitywould be to subdivide joints into detachable
and permanent. Think for a moment of the importance which
was at one time attached to the detachability of a connection
and the value of such a classification becomes apparent.
The first usewhich comes tomind is probably the easy replace-
ment of defective parts of a structure.1 Other considerations
are normally too obscure for ourmodernminds.TheNorwegian
loft,“purely a system of joints”was a customary part of a bride’s
dowry,2 a tradition also known in northern Germany.3 Some
buildings even today show evidence of having been moved.
(Fig. 162)The sequential numbering of logs,usually clearly visible
on the exterior, is an unmistakable sign for a building having
been taken down and re-erected at some time.4 Numberingwas
provided to ensure that, if necessary, the building could be put
together again by people other than thosewho had dismantled
it. This is not the case with complicated church roof trusses in
which the individual components had to be numbered for or-
ganizational reasons.
In a similar vein, in Hungary the terms “Slovakian chamber” or
“Romanian chamber” were known, pointing to the fact that
these were fabricated in a totally different place from where
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161 In this case the door is turned from
one groove into the other behind a tenon
on the corner column. (source: ibid.)

162 The logs of the Kosmas andDamian
Church in Lukov-Venecia,Slovakia,are
numbered successively, starting at the
bottom.
163 Log constructionwith extra storey
inserted.– Evolène,Wallis, Switzerland

86

160 The door jamb strips are extended
top and bottom to enable the door to be
guided around the corner in the grooves.
(source:Ando, ibid.)

they were used.5 Precisely because timber houses were classi-
fied as goods and chattels, there was nothing to stop the tax
collector from confiscating the house and carting it off as pay-
ment for outstanding debts!6Whole settlements were robbed,7
churches sent “on a trip”8 or saved prior to demolition bymov-
ing them.9 If somebodywanted to take account of his increased
prestige and built a stone house,he did not necessarily have to
forego the accustomed benefits of his old timber dwelling – it
was simply dismantled and integrated in the new building.10 A
very widespread procedure was certainly the addition of extra
storeys at a later date.11 Such cases are easily recognized by
means of variously arranged projections. (Fig. 163) And in the
case of inheritances being split, moving timber houses more
than once was no rarity.12
A system of flexibility andmovability would be just as useful in
Japan as it would be in Europe. It was not only the shrines and
temples which were taken by the rulers when it was decided
to move the capital,13 but in fact all the more important build-
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A.

zinc sheets
• reflectivity
• durability
• standing seam plate connection for 

rounded corners

rammed earth walls
• sustainable alternative to concrete
• durability
• soil of the land visible in structure

cast on-site concrete base
• familiar way of working
• dependable in hurricane conditions
• moisture resistant
• potential to reuse construction 

waste and fly ash

US size dimensional lumber
• familiar materials
• light compaired to a concrete 

structure
• workable (connections and on-site 

assembly)
• renewable resource


