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A p re l im ina i y eva lua t i on o f t he phys i ca l cond i t i on o f t he "D r i f twood Cha r l i e

S i t e . "

By Peter J. Urban, Jr.
Curator, Century House Museum

This report is based upon observations made at the site on June 1, 1977»

The site consists of statuary, pavements and stone alignments

integrated into a natural desert sett ing. I iost str iking are the free

s tand ing cas t - conc re te scu lp tu res .

These are typically constructed of poured cement reinforced by various

items of metal scrap. The consistancy of the concrete is highly variable

due no doubt to the local oric^in (river bottom) of the sand and a^igregate

u s e d i n i t s m a n u f a c t u r e .

S u c h a l l u v i a l m a t e r i a l s i n d e s e r t i c e n v i r o n m e n t s a r e o f t e n c o n t a m i n a t e d

with soluble mineral salts. These impurities impair the bonding of the

cement mass and the resu l tan t s t ruc tu re i s qu i te f r i ab le .

Apar t f rom th i s i nheren t v i ce , some o f the conc re te s t ruc tu res res t ing

d i rec t l y upon the so i l su r face show ev idence o f sa l t e ros ion . Tha t i s t he

absorption of mineralized groundwaters, during wet periods, by capillary

ac t i on . Upon evapora t i on , t he rema in ing c rys ta l l i zed sa l t s b reak down

the st ructure of the cement causing the s loughing of mater ia l f rom t l ie

base o f the scu lp tu re .
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Another obvious problem -with the cement sculpture is that of

exfoliation. Diurnal temperature changes of up to i|0° are not uncommon

in th is a reao The resu l tan t expans ion and con t rac t ion o f the s 'o r face o f

the concrete causes flakes, often quite larf^e^to separate from the main

body o f t he s ta tue . Th i s t empera tu re fluc tua t i on a l so causes the sepa ra t i on

of cement from the natural rock incorporated in some of the pieces.

A n o t h e r f o r m o f c o n s t r u c t i o n t h e n a t u r e o f w h i c h I w a s n o t a b l e t o

determine is shown in picture //?• It resembles the "drizzled sand technique"

used by builders of sand castles at the beach. Altho igh the bonding

agent is unknown, i t seems very f r iab le and subject to weather ing.

Of course the sun has taken its toll on the painted surfaces and

m a n y a r e q u i t e f a d e d .

In all, before any specific stobilizetion project could be undertaken,

a d e t a i l e d a n a l y s i s o f t h e m a t e r i a l s i n v o l v e d i ^ o u l d b e e s s e n t i a l . I n t h i s

t h e R u i n s S t a b i l i z a t i o n U n i t o f t h e ^ ^ ' a t i o n a l P a r k S e r v i c e w o u l d b e a n

e x c e l l e n t s o u r c e f o r c o n s u l t a t i o n .

For the time being at least, the structures seem to be able to with

s tand t he r avages o f t he e l emen ts f a i r l y safis fac to r i l y. O f p r ime im i r. ed i a te

c o n c e r n i s v a n d a l i s m . A l t h o u g h t h e s i t e i s s e m i - i s o l a t e d , i t r e c e i v e s a

h e a v y i n fl u x o f w i n t e r v i s i t o r s i n t h e f a l l , a l s o , i t s p r o x i m i t y t o t h e

b o r d e r e x p o s e s i t p o t e n t i a l l y t o t h e t r a f fi c o f i l l e g a l a l i e n s a n d d r u g

smugglers®

I d o n o t t h i n k r e m o v a l t o a n o t h e r l o c a t i o n o f s o m e o r a l l o f t h e

c o n s t r u c t i o n s c a n b e a d v i s e d .

First, the natural sett ing is an intr insic part of the entire work,

p h y s i c a l l y a n d a e s t h e t i c a l l y. S e c o n d , t h e i n h e r e n t i n s t a b i l i t y o f m a n y

of the structures would make any movement very hazardouso


