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Abstract: The island of St. Maarten, Netherlands Antilles, has seen the construction of various 
bridges since the 18th century, with most of them constructed in the early 20th century. This paper 
presents research of the historical developments which led to the construction of these bridges, as 
well as the various designs of the bridges. This includes the relationship between natural 
environmental changes and the function of the bridges on the island. Furthermore, the cultural 
significance of the St. Maarten bridges is also outlined from the perspective of cultural 
connectivity among the various communities on the island, including influences from the 
exterior world. 
 
Résumé: L'île du Saint Maarten, Antilles néerlandaises, a vu la construction de divers ponts 
depuis le XVIIIème siècle, avec la plupart d'entre elles a construit en début du 20ème siècle. Ce 
document présente la recherche des développements historiques qui ont mené à la construction 
de ces ponts, aussi bien que les diverses conceptions des ponts. Ceci inclut le rapport entre les 
changements environnementaux normaux et la fonction des ponts sur l'île. En outre, la 
signification culturelle des ponts de rue Maarten est également décrite de la perspective de la 
connectivité culturelle parmi les diverses communautés sur l'île, y compris des influences du 
monde extérieur. 
 
Resumen: La isla del santo Maarten, Antillas holandesas, ha visto la construcción de varios 
puentes desde el siglo XVIII, con la mayor parte de ellos construyó en el siglo a principios de 
siglo 20. Este papel presenta la investigación de los progresos históricos que llevaron a la 
construcción de estos puentes, así como los varios diseños de los puentes. Esto incluye la 
relación entre los cambios ambientales naturales y la función de los puentes en la isla. Además, 
la significación cultural de los puentes del St. Maarten también se contornea de la perspectiva de 
la conectividad cultural entre las varias comunidades en la isla, incluyendo influencias del 
mundo exterior. 
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Introduction 
 

St. Maarten is a dual national French-Dutch island in the northeastern Caribbean being  
95 sq. km., and having a range of small mountains 340m to 420m. elevation, as well, the island 
has no permanent rivers, and only a few seasonal streams. There are various lowland marshes 
and three large landlocked lagoons-ponds on the Dutch side (41 sq. km.) of the island. Yet even 
without permanent rivers, this island still has a history of bridge constructions which cross 
lowland marsh areas and artificial canals. This paper is a review of the development of historical 
bridges constructed on the Dutch-side of the island, with interpretations as to the archaeological 
evidence and cultural impact of these developments.  

Before bridges were constructed on the island, lowland marsh areas were crossed with 
built-up sand banks having roads or pathways on them, however these crossings were unstable 
and regularly flooded during high-water times (see Figure 17). The earliest recorded evidence of 
this type of water-crossing is at the central area of the Fresh Pond in 1732 (Hartog 1964), such 
that during the early 18th century the Dutch colonial settlement focus was shifting from the Cul-
de-Sac interior valley to the sand bar area on Great Bay (Voges 2006). This very first ‘sand-fill 
bridge’ was commissioned by Gov. John Philips, for whom later the city of Philipsburg was 
named on the sand bar at Great Bay. By 1737, the Fresh Pond sand bridge had been re-
constructed into a wooden post bridge (Hartog 1981), and thereby became the very first 
constructed bridge on St. Maarten. The earliest drawing of a bridge on St. Maarten is from the 
1822 illustration by Samuel Fahlberg, showing this 1737 arched bridge at Fresh Pond (see Figure 
1, Museum Coll. nd). 
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Figure 1. Earliest drawing of a bridge on St. Maarten (right-center),  
S. Fahlberg 1822.  
 

For St. Maarten there are three key geographic locations which required bridges, and 
these were the same areas of earliest historical bridge constructions.  
 
Key Geographic Locations on St. Maarten for Historical Bridges: 

1. Crossing of the Fresh Pond lowland marsh to the west of the Great Salt Pond 
2. Crossings of the 19th cen. Rolandus Canal to the east of the Great Salt Pond 
3. Access  to the Simpson Bay peninsula after a hurricane in 1819 

 
The stimulus for bridge construction on St. Maarten were both voluntary and involuntary. 

The voluntary develop of bridges included in the earliest instance lowland marsh areas that 
needed to be crossed, then into the 19th century the artificially constructed Rolandus Canal also 
had to be crossed. However, specific involuntary natural events, such as a major hurricane in 
1819, eventually forced the construction of a bridge at the Simpson Bay peninsula.  

Both of these adaptive actions were the ultimate result of changing cultural and physical 
environments on the island. Indeed the cultural influences for new bridge constructions were also 
technologically based, such that at the Fresh Pond area the original function was for horse-



 260 

carriage and foot traffic, yet through time this bridge had to first adapt to introduced motor-
vehicle traffic, and then to increasing numbers of motor-vehicular traffic. In tandem to this 
increased heavy traffic, bridge construction designs and building materials were required to 
accommodate the new conditions. As an additional cultural influence on bridge designs for St. 
Maarten, it is important to note here that the architect, Mr. Leonard B. Scott, was the senior 
Foreman of the Public Works office from 1930-1952, precisely when many of the new bridge 
constructions were being conducted on St. Maarten (Sekou 1997). This official supervision by 
Mr. Scott as an architect is very likely the reason that many of the early-mid 20th century bridges 
on St. Maarten have similar and distinctive design characteristics. 

As for the adaptation to changing physical environments, the hurricane opening of a gap 
in the Simpson Bay sand bar, forced the village residents of Simpson Bay to adapt to this new 
isolation from the mainland. Their first adaptation was to have a boat ferry to cross the opening, 
then into the early-mid 20th century a series of bridge constructions were conducted.  As well 
other physical factors, such as the partial filling of the Great Salt Pond at Philipsburg in 1966 
(see Figure 2, Museum Coll. nd.), created more access and drainage requirements at various 
areas of the Fresh Pond, which resulted in new bridge and bridge-sluice constructions. 
Subsequently, into the mid-late 20th century modern bridges were constructed to accommodate 
the development of new land masses, drainage gullies, and canal features. 
 

 
Figure 2. Partial filling of the Great Salt Pond at Philipsburg in 1966, thus changing 
physical environments directly affected new bridge constructions on St. Maarten. 
 
 

Early Maps 
 

On an early map of St. Maarten dating from 1775 by an unknown artist, is indicated the 
Fresh Pond bridge to the west of the Great Salt Pond, as the only bridge on the Dutch-side of the 
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island. Additionally in this 1775 map, is shown that the Simpson Bay sand bar area is clearly 
connected to the mainland at the eastern side (see Figure 3, Coomans 2000). 
 

 
Figure 3. 1775 map of St. Maarten with the Fresh Pond bridge indicated. 
 
 

By 1817, when Samuel Fahlberg made his detailed topographic map of the island he also 
indicated the Fresh Pond bridge as a significant feature associated with the development of the 
Philipsburg settlement. The 1817 Fahlberg map also shows that the Simpson Bay sand bar with a 
roadway is connected to the mainland at the east end, as well as indicating a sand-fill water-
crossing out of Philipsburg at the west end of the village (see Figure 4, Coomans 2000). On 
another St. Maarten map from 1817, by W. Blanken, the Simpson Bay land connection and 
roadway are again noted, and the Fresh Pond bridge is very clearly highlighted (see Figure 5, 
Coomans 2000). 

 
Figure 4. Fahlberg 1817 map of St. Maarten showing the Fresh Pond bridge and connected 
Simpson Bay sand bar. 
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Figure 5. Blanken 1817 map of St. Maarten, highlighting the Fresh Pond bridge 
 

Evidence of the 1819 hurricane mentioned above, is clearly shown in the next map of St. 
Maarten compiled by H. Slotemaker in 1864, whereby the Simpson Bay sand bar has been 
completely opened at the eastern end, creating a peninsula which does not connect to the 
mainland (see Figure 6, Coomans 2000).  
 

 
Figure 6. Slotemaker 1864 map of St. Maarten, indicating the eastern opening of the 
Simpson Bay peninsula after an 1819 hurricane. 
 

The most valuable St. Maarten maps for this study were compiled by J. Werbata between 
1910-1916, and consist of precisely detailed topographic and built features on the island. In the 
eastern section of the Werbata maps are indicated all of the bridges to be discussed further, at the 
Fresh Pond, Great Bay, Great Salt Pond, and Rolandus Canal (see Figure 7 as close-up).  
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Figure 7. Werbata map of 1910-1916, eastern section around Great Salt Pond. 
 

In the western section of the Werbata map is indicated the Simpson Bay village peninsula 
and isolation from the mainland, with no bridge construction as yet (see Figure 8 with close-up). 
 

 
Figure 8. Werbata map of 1910-1916, western section indication the separated Simpson 
Bay peninsula. 
 

Specific Historic Bridge Descriptions for St. Maarten 
 
Fresh Pond-Long Wall Bridge 

As noted earlier, the oldest bridge recorded for St. Maarten is the Fresh Pond bridge, with 
initial construction begun in 1732 and it is noted on all maps since then. The location of this 
bridge is strategic for crossing the freshwater marshes between the town of Philipsburg and the 
agricultural plantations of the Cul-de-Sac valley. The Fahlberg drawing of 1822 indicates that the 
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bridge already had a stone base with two arches at that time. A photograph of this bridge taken 
before 1930 shows the same stone work base and close-up of the two ornamental stone arches, 
however by then also with four central stone pillars raised above the roadway and wooden hand 
rails (see Figure 9, Coomans 2000). It is important to note that at this time the top of the arches 
were only one stone thickness below the roadbed, and there was a raised roadbed at the central 
water-opening. A subsequent photograph from 1930 shows more wooden supports in the central 
water-opening, removal of the four stone pillars, and a significantly raised platform for the 
roadbed equal to the height of the central portion before. The significantly raised roadbed is 
again noted in a pre-1950 photograph, as well as, the wooden timber platform for the water-
opening (see Figure 10, Johnson 1987).  
 

 
Figure 9. Old photograph of the Fresh Pond Bridge on St. Maarten, pre-1930. 
 

On the Philipsburg (and Great Salt Pond) side of this Fresh Pond bridge a long wall was 
constructed in the early 20th century parallel to the pond bank, most probably a development 
from the original roadway from Philipsburg to Cul-de-Sac valley. During the 20th century, this 
wall became a promenade for afternoon and weekend walks by the public, and thereby served as 
a social gathering area referred to as ‘Long Wall’. From the early 20th century this bridge was 
popularly known as the Long Wall Bridge (Sekou 1997). However, on 25 January 1950, with 
great pomp and ceremony, Prince Bernhard of the Netherlands flew his own plane to St. Maarten 
and formally opened a renovated version of this bridge, for which it was thereafter referred to as 
the Prince Bernhard Bridge (see Figure 11, Coomans 2000). The primary changes to the bridge 
were to replace wooden with metal handrails, replace wooden support pillars with concrete, and 
a reinforced concrete roadbed. 
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Figure 10. Pre-1950 photograph of the Fresh Pond Bridge, with raised roadway evident.  
 

 
Figure 11. Newly re-named Prince Bernhard Bridge, ca. 1960. 
 

The Prince Bernhard Bridge has remained until today basically the same as it was 
reconstructed in the 1960s, with only periodic handrail or roadbed replacements. 
Other Fresh Pond Bridges 

Two other more modern bridge systems were constructed at the Fresh Pond area to the 
west of the Great Salt Pond, these were the Great Bay Bridge at the mouth of the Fresh Pond 
access to the sea, and at the northwest corner of the Great Salt Pond where major water drainage 
flows into the pond from the Cul-de-Sac valley. On the 1916 Werbata maps no bridges are 
indicated at either location (see Figure 12). Even though a canal was dug in 1850 to open the 
Fresh Pond access to the sea, no bridge is shown for that location until 1960, and local historians 
report that folks simply waded through the shallow water to cross (Johnson 1987). Modern 
reinforced concrete bridges were built by the government at this location in the 1980s and again 
in 2008. 
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Figure 12. Fresh Pond canal to the sea, from Werbata 1916 map; the Fresh Pond wooden 
bridge is noted (upper-center) but no bridge at the sea access location. 
 
 

At the northwest corner of the Great Salt Pond, where it meets the Fresh Pond, a bridge-
sluice system was built in the 1960s to allow emergency drainage water flow from the Fresh 
Pond into the Salt Pond. It is ironic that at this area on the Werbata 1916 map, a windpump was 
set to move water out of  the Great Salt Pond into the Fresh Pond, for salt production (see Figure 
13), but no water-crossing was evident. The subsequent bridge-sluice was built with a reinforced 
concrete roadbed and metal handrails (see Figure 13). 
 

 
Figure 13. ( l) Werbata 1916 map, indicating a windpump and no water-crossing at this 
location to the north of the Fresh Pond;( r) 1960s bridge-sluice at Fresh Pond.  
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Rolandus Canal Bridges 
The Rolandus Canal was designed and built by the Dutch engineer T.D. Rolandus in 

1852 (Hartog 1981). This canal is four meters wide and runs parallel to the entire east side of the 
Great Salt Pond flowing into the sea to the east of Philipsburg, as a means to drain freshwater 
away from the saltpans. On the 1916 Werbata map there are two bridges noted crossing the 
Rolandus Canal, one at the immediate east end of Philipsburg and the other at the entrance road 
to Guana Bay, to the center-east of the Great Salt Pond.  

At the east end of Philipsburg, Werbata in 1916 noted both the small bridge and also the 
sand-fill roadway across the low mudflats into the saltpans (as noted above being the earliest 
form of water-crossings) (see Figures 15 and 17, Johnson 1987). This small bridge has the same 
stone work and rectangular pillars construction similar to that noted at Fresh Pond (and as we 
will see later at Simpson Bay), as well with metal handrails remaining today, but probable 
wooden handrails in 1916 (see Figure 16). It is of interest to also note here another very small 
entrance bridge into the Mary Fancy Plantation with  this same stone-mortar design style. 
 

 
Figure 15. Werbata 1916 map, showing the small bridge ‘brugje’ at the east end of 
Philipsburg. 
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Figure 16. East Philipsburg Bridge, with modern reconstructions, yet also with remnants of 
the older bridge. 
 

 
Figure 17. Photograph of east Philipsburg in 1897 showing a sand-fill roadway crossing the 
mudflats, this is an early form of water-crossings; also noted to the left the small bridge on 
Werbata 1916 map. 
 

Today there are six modern flat-platform reinforced concrete bridges crossing the 
Rolandus Canal, leading into residential areas and all built after the 1980s. In Figure 18 is an 
example of these bridges, being constructed near the Guana Bay bridge which was noted by 
Werbata in 1916, but no older bridge ruins were found. 
 

 
Figure 18. Rolandus Canal modern bridges example, near Guana Bay road. 
 
 
Simpson Bay Bridge 

Prior to 1819 there was no need for a bridge at the Simpson Bay village, as the sandbar 
on which the small community resided was connected to the mainland at Billy Folly Hill. It was 
a massive hurricane in 1819 that broke open a gap in the sandbar (Hartog 1964), leaving the 
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village isolated as a peninsula (see Figures 4-7). During the period after the hurricane, a small 
flatboat was used to ferry people across the water gap to reach the village, it was operated by 
members of the local Halley and Williams families, and it only operated when they felt like it! In 
1933, Lt.Gov. J. Meiners commissioned a wooden bridge to be built at the Simpson Bay water-
crossing (Hartog 1981), re-opening the village to free traffic flow once again. This first Simpson 
Bay Bridge was built of wooden timbers and handrails, with six large-timber vertical support 
pillars and raised-sloped on-off ramps of cement (see Figure 19, Hartog 1981).  
 

 
Figure 19. The 1933 Simpson Bay Bridge, made of wooden timbers. 
 

Even though the water under this bridge was not deep, it was essential to have a bridge 
for the increasing motor traffic to Simpson Bay, thus a renovation of the bridge was planned an 
completed in 1950. For a short while, the 1933 and 1950 bridges were standing side-by-side (see 
Figure 20, Museum Coll. nd). The 1950 Simpson Bay Bridge was built through the Public Works 
Office, using stone and cement construction techniques, including same distinctive stone-mortar 
design with arches as noted at Fresh Pond and East Philipsburg. Of difference with the other 
bridges, is the fact that the arches of this bridge are both on one side of the central water-
opening. Also in similarity to the East Philipsburg bridge were the raised rectangular stone 
pillars. The road surface of this bridge was reinforced concrete and it had metal handrails. As 
early as 1955, the water had silted up significantly under this bridge (see Figure 21, Hartog 
1981), and thus by 1966 the water channel was filled and a concrete roadway was built parallel 
to the 1950 bridge, which was left standing. 
 

 
Figure 20. Both the 1933 and the 1950 Simpson Bay Bridges are seen parallel to each other 
in this photograph. 
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Figure 21. Photograph of the 1950 Simpson Bay Bridge taken in 1955; note that the water 
is already silting up. 
 

In 2007-2008, the St. Maarten Archaeological Center (SIMARC) conducted excavations 
at the site of these old Simpson Bay bridges, and discovered various in situ wooden pillars from 
the 1933 bridge, as well as revealing the 1950 bridge and 1966 roadway. It is the intention of 
SIMARC to eventually make this archaeological site into a historical park (see Figure 22, 
Haviser 2009). 
 

 
Figure 22. The 1950 Simpson Bay Bridge once again revealed through archaeological 
excavations, with promises to become a heritage park. 
 
John S. Lejuez Bridge 

In 1970 it was decided to construct a large modern bridge for the traffic of boats into the 
Simpson Bay Lagoon, such that the silted 1950 bridge did not allow for boat passage and was 
sealed off with the roadway in 1966. Between 1966 and 1970, boat traffic into the Simpson Bay 
Lagoon had to pass via the French Territory side of the lagoon, which was of some concern for 
the Dutch authorities. A piece of property about 300 meters from the old bridge, at the eastern 
end of the Simpson Bay village was acquired from the Lejuez family, and there was excavated a 
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canal and a new bridge was built in 1970. The name of this bridge was given for John S. Lejuez, 
a well-known 19th century sea captain who sailed regularly between St. Maarten, Anguilla and 
St. Barths, and who later married Mary Vlaun from Simpson Bay village (Hartog 1981). The 
soils excavated for this canal construction were used to create a small island within Simpson Bay 
Lagoon, later called Snoopy Island (Glasscock 1985), in Figure 23, can be seen the 1970 bridge, 
canal, and Snoopy Island in the background. 
 

 
Figure 23. The first John S. Lejuez Bridge of 1970, with the artificial island created from 
the canal excavations in the background. 
 

 
Figure 24. The first John S. Lejuez Bridge of 1970; built as an iron-truss bridge which 
opened horizontally on a central pivot. 
 

The original 1970 John S. Lejuez Bridge was built with evident Netherlands design and 
materials influences, as an iron truss structure which swiveled horizontally on a central pivot (see 
Figure 24, Hartog 1981). The head space under this bridge when closed was less than three 
meters, and a central wooden fencing was constructed to separate the two directions of traffic in 
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and out. In 1989, this bridge was replaced, and the original 1970 iron truss bridge structure was 
barged into the open sea and dumped just out from Simpson Bay, where it sits until today.  

Substantial financial assistance and Netherlands influence can be seen in the 1989 version 
of the John S. Lejuez Bridge, as a classic Dutch-design lift bridge. In Figure 25 can be seen when 
this bridge was first constructed in 1989 utilizing the same canal from 1970, yet making the 
bridge entrance narrower. In Figure 26 is how this bridge looks today.  
 

 
Figure 25. The 1989 John S. Lejuez Bridge built on the same canal as the 1970 bridge, but 
using half the entrance space. 
 

 
Figure 26. The 1989 John S. Lejuez Bridge rebuilt in a typical Dutch-design style, with 
Netherlands development funding.   
 
Modern Bridges of St. Maarten 

After the late 20th century, all bridges on St. Maarten are built with reinforced concrete. 
These bridges are those with simple flat platform designs as at the various Rolandus Canal 
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crossings (Figure 17), to those built to connect newly created islands such as Snoopy Island at 
Simpson Bay Lagoon (Figure 27) and Pond Island in the Great Salt Pond (Figure 28), and even 
into the most recent tourism-oriented bridge constructions of the Philipsburg area (Figure 29). 
 

 
Figures 27. Pond Island Bridge, Great Salt Pond 
 

 
Figure 28. Snoopy Island Bridge, Simpson Bay Lagoon 
 

 
Figure 29. Tourist Bridge at east Philipsburg 
 

Key Interpretations 
 

1. The Fresh Pond-Long Wall Bridge is the oldest known built bridge on St. Maarten, dating 
to 1732, and conforms to the cultural need for direct mobility between the primary 
colonial plantations center at the Cul-de-Sac valley and the newly created Philipsburg 
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area, as a cultural determined influence. Whereas the construction of the first bridges at 
Simpson Bay were influenced by natural event physically determined influences, which 
forced the need for a bridge.  

 
2. Bridges on St. Maarten were placed at strategic locations for human passage. The 

dimensions and building materials were modified through time to accommodate the 
transition from carriage-foot traffic to motor-vehicle traffic, and then with a significant 
increase in motor-vehicle traffic.  

 
3. Early water-crossings were achieved with sand-fill paths available in drier seasons and 

simple wooden–post and earthen structures (such as saltpan walls). The earliest built 
bridges were constructed of heavy wooden timbers, with wooden handrails. Subsequent 
to wooden-timber bridges were stone-mortar bridges, with metal handrails. Gradually 
more and more reinforced concrete was used until, the ultimate bridge materials are all 
reinforced concrete and iron. 

 
4. Ornamental stone-mortar bases and pillars with water-flow arches are a bridge design 

distinctive of St. Maarten until the 1960s. These designs seem to have been strongly 
supported by the St. Maarten Public Works Office, under the direction of Mr. L.B. Scott 
throughout the early mid 20th century, who as an architect may also have had an influence 
in the design characteristics. 

 
5. Characteristic Dutch design elements, such as iron trusses and lift bridges are most 

evident in those St. Maarten bridges which were sponsored by Netherlands development 
funds, suggesting a direct relationship between financial support in development and 
material culture expression influence on the island. 
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