Fort Union National Monument

Trip Report
Visitor Center Interpretative Concepts Meeting
May 1-2, 2008

Traveler: Sayre Hutchison, IMR Historical Architect

Location: Fort Union National Monument, New Mexico

Purpose: To evaluate and develop interpretative concepts related to the Comprehensive Interpretative Plan (CIP) and begin preliminary discussions on how the Visitor Center (VC) building might be utilized to realize the updated concepts and displays.

Participants:
Marie Sauter, FOUN

Frank Torres, FOUN
Roger Portillo, FOUN

Claudette Norman, FOUN

Tibor K. Remenyik, FOUN
Bill Broughton, FOUN

Tomye Folts, NPS Natural Resources Monitoring Network

Lorenzo Vigil, PECO

Linda Lutz-Ryan, IMR Interp

Judy Rosen, IMR Interp

Sayre Hutchison, IMR Cultural Resource Program

Meeting Notes and Discussions:

Visitor Center Building General Notes:

Fort Union Visitor Center was designed by Cecil Doty of the Western Office of Design and Construction, Branch of Architecture in 1958, project number FTU-W159.  It is unique for three reasons:
a. It is identified in Sarah Allabaks Mission 66 visitor center (VC) book as being one of the early designs to locate the VC “on” the primary resource.  This became a common design technique for VCs during the Mission 66 movement.
b. The design of the building utilizes an architectural style, Territorial Style, to interpret and capture a sense of what the Third Fort buildings would have looked like.  This concept is particularly significant due to the congressional record stating the buildings were not to be reconstructed.
c. It is designed by the prominent National Park Service architect Cecil Doty.

While the building has been altered a number of times many of the character defining features and spaces have been maintained or only slightly altered.  Currently, the VC has not been evaluated for its eligibility for inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places (NR).  Given its influence and tie to the design philosophy for Mission 66 VCs, its association with Cecil Doty as well as a fair, although not a high, level of integrity the building would likely be found eligible for the NR.  It is likely eligible under Criterion A for its early tie to the Mission 66 movement and under C for Mission 66 architecture and Cecil Doty.  The level of significance would either be State or Local level as this VC wasn’t identified in the Visitor Center context statement as being one of the top five Mission 66 VCs which are still extant.  The period of significance would be the year the building was completed.
Architectural features, materials, and spaces define the character of a building.  The following is a list of the primary character defining features and spaces for the VC:
Character Defining Features:

1. Contemporary adaptation of Territorial Design

a. Low one story building
b. Exterior wood porches (painted white)
c. Exterior stucco finish and color

d. Brick capped parapet walls
e. Window architraves

f. Primary entrance doorways

2. Entrance vestibule, sales area/lobby and reception desk, and their proximity to the interpretative displays.
3. Interior finishes such as the natural decorative wood ceiling in the lobby and the natural wood beams and ceiling in the sales area.
4. Siting in relation to the Third Fort and its relationship to the earth works.
To maintain the character of the building the current interpretative designs should compliment and if possible restore some of the features which have been altered over time.
The following list outlines the major alterations which have occurred to the VC since it was built.
Alterations to the Building From 1958 As-built Plans:

1. The main entry vestibule was partially closed down when the wall between the sales area/lobby and admin area was moved forward into the sales area/lobby.  When this alteration took place, the main desk was moved several feet into the sales area and away from the NW wall to create a pass through.  In addition, the hallway leading to the offices was also removed and the space captured in the admin area.  The original exposed wood ceiling and beams, similar to the ceiling in the sales area/lobby, is extant above the administrative area drop ceiling.
2. The mechanical room has been altered to create a small break area/kitchenette.

3. The rear or NE façade of the building originally had a porch similar to the front entrance.  Over time this porch has been enclosed to create two offices and more recently a small linear auditorium and a garage/parking area for the electric car.

4. The exterior wall at the bathrooms was moved SE to increase the plumbing count and allow for accessibility to both toilet rooms.  When this change occurred the original porch was also moved SE to maintain the character defining feature on the front façade.
5. A raised metal roof system was added to the VC.  It appears to be a hipped roof although this observation was made from the ground at the rear of the building.  The raised roof with metal turbine ventilators is only visible from the back of the building when walking down the trail from the ruins.

Possible Design Concepts to Consider for Interpretative Area and Visitor Experience:

1. Reprogram the office space on the SE corner of the front façade and incorporate the space into the existing interpretative area.
2. Integrate the existing auditorium/movie area into the overall design of the interpretative area.  By incorporating the audio visual area into the overall space it would allow for a portion of the exterior porch to be restored.
3. Relocate wall between the sales and admin area to restore original entry vestibule and overall size of the sales area/lobby.
4. With the possible relocation of the lobby/sales area wall to its original location, back into the admin area, the front desk could be redesigned to more efficient as well as accessible.
5. Consider designing some or all of the displays in the interpretative room so they are movable.  By having movable displays the space could also function as a multi-purpose room for meetings and gatherings.

6. Consider creating openings through the original SW wall of the interpretative area to assess current A/V area.  Under this scenario the A/V area would be moved into the main interpretative room and integrated into the overall design of the displays.  This would allow for additional space to be added to the interpretative room as well as create a circulation pattern through the current A/V room.
7. Add a tactile map for orientation to the site in the lobby.  Restore the windows on either side of the main door leading to the walkway to the Third Fort.  Restoring these windows would allow for orientation views to the fort.
8. Remove the high book shelves from the lobby/sales area.  Install new low shelves which meet accessibility requirements and wrap them around the perimeter of the room on the SE and SW walls.
9. Install a “universal concept” or “big idea” graphic interpretative panel on the SE wall of the lobby/sales area above the proposed book shelves.
Other Design Concepts to Consider to Restore Missing or Altered VC Features:

1. Restore rear or NW elevation porch.  This would require removing all or a portion of the existing infill enclosures (audio visual room, electric vehicle storage bay, admin storage room, office).
2. Consider creating a vending machine niche in one of the non-historic walls on the NW porch.  If the niche is designed or placed properly it would conceal the view of the machines while being located in a convenient location for the visitors returning from the walking tour.
3. Remove the drop ceiling from the admin room to reveal the original wood beam ceiling concealed above.
Meeting Recommendations:

1. Prepare a Determination of Eligibility (DOE) for the VC and/or Mission 66 master plan.  The document would be addressed to the New Mexico State Historic Preservation Officer and establish the historical significance of the building/master plan using the criteria, level of significance, and period of significance noted under the General Notes section of this report.  The letter would request SHPO written concurrence on the NPS findings of eligibility.
2. As the interpretative plan and displays develop the reconfiguration/modification and design of the VC to accommodate the displays needs to run concurrently.  As the redesign of the VC proceeds through the design process the park should consult with the NMSHPO.
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