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INTRODUCTION 

At the request of former Director George B. Hartzog, we have made an 
examination of the masonry forts of the National Park Service to determine 
their condition and make recommendattions for their restoration and/or 
rehabilitation, along with estimates for the cost of the pertinent work. 

In the course of this work we had the able assistance of Restoration 
Specialist Harry Martin, who provided "estimates for the work needed at 
Fort Washington and Fort McHenry, and Historical Architect Norman Souder 
who provided all the information, including estimates, on Castle Clinton, 
We also had extremely fine and helpful cooperation from the members of the 
staffs of all the parks visited. It was this cooperation that greatly 
expedited our work. 

From the point of view of historic preservation, examining these ma­
sonry forts was a dismal task. It was heartening to see the variety in 
styles of forts—no two of which were alike in design and/or construction— 
and the span of time they represented. But after looking at these forts 
and examining their condition it became obvious that the National Park 
Service has been remiss as a governmental bureau that is supposad to be 
engaged in historic preservation; indeed, ore historian characterized the, 
past restoration wurk on one prominent fort as no better than vandalism. 
And one would have to agree that this and other forts had received less 
than desirable treatment. For example, Castillo de San Marcos has had 
its terreplein paved"with modern white cement, which is about as historic 
as placing Aunt Fanny's outhouse in the middle of the White House lawn. 
Fort Frederica and many other forts have been repointed with modern 
cement that does not even remotely match the surviving mortar, and it has 
been applied so sloppily that such work would be a disgrace to the green­
est apprentice mason. 

Perhaps the most serious charge against the National Park Service is 
the neglect to which the forts have been subjected. The castillos of 
San Juan National Historic Site in Puerto Rico are seriously threatened 
by sea erosion, a condition that did not spring up overnight. Yet no 
action other than studies of the problem have been programmed. The City 
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Gate and adjacent wall of San Juan collapsed and the Park Service had to 
rebuilt it. Surely it would have been cheaper to have stopped the erosion. 
Further north, in South Carolina, Fort Sumter has had to be shored up at 
one section, and this most prominent symbol of the Civil War has been in 
the National Park System for twenty—five years. 

Indecision about the course that should be followed in the degree of 
preservation of these forts is another serious criticism that could be 
leveled against the Park Service. The soldiers' barracks in San Cristobal 
at San Juan National Historic Site is being rehabilitated, not becuase the 
historic fabric is deteriorating, but because room for interpretive devel­
opments is needed. Meanwhile, the great wall of San Cristobal is eroding 
on the exterior and the interior, and no work on it is programmed. The 
Park Service procrastinates in making up its mind about what it wants to 
do in preserving Fort Jefferson, while the ocean and storms keep eating 
at the largest coastal fort the United States ever built. Nor does the 
Park Service know what the course of restoration should be at the impor­
tant Fort McHenry which has been in the System for forty years. 

No remarks are being made about the badly deteriorated forts of. Gulf 
Islands National Seashore, because that park is so new that tie Service has 
not had time to program needed work. However, if the past can predict the 
future, the forts are in for a long wait and much more deterioration before 
any work is done on them. 

Without question, the best looking and best preserved masonry fort in 
the National Park System is Fort Pulaski. The fort was restored, in the 
1930's and subsequent to that time the park employed a mason whose job was 
confined almost solely to keeping the brick fort in repair. The Superin­
tendent of Castillo, de San Marcos is now thinking about hiring a mason who 
will spend full time repairing the castillo while using historic-type 
materials, and equipment, and dressed in period costume. This idea appears 
to us to be an imaginative partial solution to the proper rehabilitation 
of this most important fort. 

IV 



The finger of blame for the poor state of the masonry forts should not 
be pointed at any one group or person in the Park Service; the finger should 
be pointed at every level. However, the chief blame can be laid at the 
feet of the management system of the Park Service which emphasizes transient 
management over permanent professionalism, at the severe expense of historic 
preservation. The all too frequent transfer of personnel in the parks and 
Regional offices has resulted in a continual changing of minds on what 
preservation should take place and their priorities, so that nothing ever 
happens. In the competition for money and personnel within the Service be­
tween natural, recreational, and historic areas, and between management 
and professional personnel, historic preservation has been a consistent 
loser. Management's accent on catchy and essentially meaningless terms 
such as "people-serving" and "environment" has led to an emphasis on devel­
opment of expensive new facilities and not preservation of the historic 
resources that Congress has charged us with preserving in perpetuity. 

The National Park Service faces a basic decision: Does it want to 
keep the masonry forts? If it decides in the affirmative, then the Service 
is simply going to have to face up to the problem, make decisions about 
what it wants d.me at these forts, and start laying plans to obtain the 
massive appropriations needed to do the necessary stabilization and reha­
bilitation work. 

On the other hand, if the Park Service feels that it cannot afford 
these forts, then it is going to have to look at the whole activity of 
historic preservation and reach the conclusion that it will play a minor 
and dwindling role, perhaps to the point where there is no place for it in 
a National Park System wherein history has been reduced to play-acting. 
The masonry forts represent such a large segment of history, that to ne­
glect them as we have is to admit that the National Park Service cannot 
or will not effectively handle the task of historic preservation. 

We realize that the cost of rehabilitation and restoration of any one 
of these forts to a degree that will give an aura of their past glory is 
high, but it must be remembered that the work proposed is aimed at 
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correcting the inroads of weather, neglect, vandalism and normal aging of 
more than 100 years, in most cases. But once these forts are put into 
good physical condition, it will not be difficult nor exceptionally expen­
sive to keep them that way, if. manpower and appropriations are consistently 
applied to their maintenance. It will be foolish to put one of these 
structures into good condition and then forget about its maintenance, as 
is so frequently the case. It doesn't take long for a structure, whether 
masonry or wood, to deteriorate in a climate that has heavy rainfall, as 
is the climatic condition where the masonry forts are located. 
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SAN JUAN NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE 

El Moro 
San Cristobal 
City Walls 
El Canuelo 



SAN JUAN NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE 

San Juan National Historic Site embraces two massive forts, or 
castillos, the thick walls surrounding the old city of San Juan, outer 
defensive works and a smaller fort across the harbor channel. One is 
overwhelmed by the enormousness of these fortifications, all other forts 
within the National Park System appear like toys beside these defensive 
works. Indeed, there are no other fortifications in the Western Hemis­
phere that can compare in size to the ones in San Juan, Spain's other 
principal fortification in the New World, Cartagena, embraces more land, 
but in complexity and massiveness it can in no way compare to the works 
that are in San Juan. 

For centuries Spain played a gigantic role in the exploration, settle­
ment, and exploitation of the New World, and that country has left a 
large and enduring imprint on more than half of the Western Hemisphere, 
from the southern tip of South America northward to the southern part of 
the United States. For example, Spanish is the native tongue of more, 
people in the New World than any other language. 

A significant physical reminder of Spain's role in the New World is 
at San Juan in the form of the extensive fortifications. Placed here to 
guard the entrance to the Caribbean and to be a base to protect the riches 
bordering the "Spanish Lake" from incursions by other European powers, 
these fortifications had their beginning in 1539 and evolved, as changing 
conditions demanded, through the centuries to their present state. The 
Dutch and the British attacked San Juan several times through the centu­
ries, and even those assaults that were successful, - in the end, did not 
lead to permanent control by these other powers,, for Spain continued^ to 
hold Puerto Rico until the late nineteenth century when it was wrested 
from her by the United States at the end of the Spanish-American War. 

All of the;> fortifications comprising San Juan National Historic Site 
are an important symbol of the Spanish presence in the New World and of 
the contribution that country made to the culture of what became known 
as Latin America. Moreover, these defnesive works are a strong reminder 
of the centuries-long struggle between Spain and other European powers 
for control of the New World. 
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Sea Erosion 

Today the physical historical remains embraced in San Juan National 
Historic Site are for the most part structurally sound. But there are 
key points in them that are threatened or in need of repair work. The 
most serious and immediate threat is that of sea erosion. At several 
points along the city walls, at El Morro, and at San Cristobal and its 
outer works, the sea is cutting under the foundation that supports the 
footing for these structures' walls and buttresses. Unless something is 
done soon to halt this cutting away of the bank, there is only one logical 
outcome of erosion; the walls will topple into the sea. In some places 
the erosion has cut so deeply into the bank that there are those who 
think certain sections of the forts should be closed for the safety of 
the visitor. 

Representatives of the Corps of Engineers made a study in 1971 of 
this erosion problem, and their report, thorough and detailed In its 
analysis of the situation, recommends filling in these cavities with 
cementpacks, grouted rock, and riprap. We concur with their recommen­
dations, and urge that the proposals in thei?" report be undertaken with 
rapidity. A detailed breakdown of these repairs and the cost can be 
found in the estimates section following this narrative. We have revised 
the Corps of Engineers' cost figures to reflect normal inflationary rise 
in prices and additional erosion since the time of their inspection. 

The Corps of Engineers' report also treated the condition of suf-
face erosion which is eating away in several places at the foundation 
of the forts and associated structures^ One of •'•the first things that 
should be done is to repair damaged drains, all of which are historic. 
After that cavities should be cleaned out and filled with grouted rock. 
Gullies formed by surface erosion should be refilled with rock and dirt. 
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Wall Erosion 

In a number of places on El Morro, San Cristobal, the city walls,, and 
El Canuelo there is serious wearing away of the plaster covering the walls. 
At certain points the plaster has been gone so long that the stone is 
beginning to wear. The most serious consequence of the missing plaster is 
the eroding of the mortar from between the stones comprising the walls. 

It would be much too expensive to attempt to replaster the walls of 
the fortifications. Indeed, to do so would take away the patina of anti­
quity the walls now possess. The walls, however, should be repointed at 
the more eroded mortar joints. 

The continued wearing away of the mortar will, of course, contribute 
to the destruction of the historic fabric by permitting stones to slip 
out of position, thus doing damage to the main historic resource and result­
ing eventually in needed major and expensive repair work. 

Terreplein 

The covering plaster and cement on the upper gun deck has worn away 
in many places, permitting water to soak through the earth-fill of the 
walls. This water causes serious internal erosion and deterioration of 
the walls. 

To prevent the water from penetrating the walls, the terreplein will 
have to be sealed with a cement-like covering. The walls are basic to 
the structures. If their innards are allowed to erode and deteriorate, 
they will eventually collapse and take with them the remainder of the 
structures. 

Vegetation . 

Many sections of the walls of the two main forts and the city walls 
are covered with vegatation, including ferns, vines, and trees. The 
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brick top of El Canuelo periodically becomes covered with vines, some with 
roots several inches in diameter. On several sections of the city wall 
trees are rooted in the stones well above ground level. 

All of the vegetation should be removed from the forts and city walls, 
and a herbicide should be sprayed on the walls to hinder return of these 
growths, . 

The roots penetrate the stone walls of the castillos and the city 
walls as well as the brick roof of El Canuelo, pushing out the mortar and 
disaligning the stones and bricks. Moreover, the swaying of the more 
rigid growth, such as the trees, break up the stones. Displacing of the 
brick and stones weaken the structures, leading to severe damage and 
eventual expensive repairs. 
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The low ramparts or the front curtain fail to Erive. ar.v 

indication of the massiveness of EJ Morro. 

The true strength of El Morro is only revealed from '.he 

seaward approach* The action of t lie surl has eroded the 

protecting point dangerous Iv close to the walls of the 

fori . 
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Most of the fort walls need repair and expensive 

rppoini irsg it IMey are to be preserved. 

Conditions ^iri< hazardous to the visitor. 
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