Comments and Communications

How Much?

Wite the appearance of more and more foreign
books in this country, there will always be the
question, “How much does it cost?” Since a price
is established for the book, that cost should be
printed and given in dollars. Book reviewers should
not be ‘put in the position of reporting price in d.,
s., lire, fr., ete., only, nor should they be expected
to check on foreign exchange. In one case I-gave
the foreign price and the approximate dollar value.
That was a mistake, for other costs would naturally
bring the price up. It is the responsibility of the
distributor to give the dollar price when a book is
listed in SciENCE, Chemical and Engineering News,
or any other publication.

One cannot help but be reminded of the old saw of
that dear old lady who asked, “What is the charge
on this battery?” When told “6 volts,” she rejoined,
“How much is that in American money?”
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Can Wind Move Rocks on Racetrack Playa?

McArrisTer and Agnew (1) touched off a series of
articles, some popular and some merely amplifying
‘the-original observations, concerning the origin of the
unusual skid marks on Racetrack Playa, Calif. Here,

" at an elevation of about 3700 ft in the northern Pana-
mint Range west of Death Valley, is a playa 2.5 mi
long and 1.5 mi wide, with a flat, mud-cracked surface
on which are found numerous trails, many of them
ending at isolated rock fragments hundreds of yards
from the “shore.” The tracks contrast with the general
playa surface in being depressed a fraction of an inch
and lacking most of the almost paper-thin curled
flakes of dried mud that are usually found atop each
mud-crack polygon. The fact that the widths of these
tracks are nicely proportioned to the sizes of the rocks
at their ends, under the leading edges of which the
missing mud flakes are sometimes packed, leaves little
doubt that the rocks made the tracks and that, where
no rock is now present at the end of a given trail, it
has either been removed by souvenir hunters, or its
role was taken by some less durable object (1; 2, Fig.
5). The trails are oriented in different directions, and
many are composed of straight or slightly curved seg-
ments compounded into jagged patterns (2). A few
have kinks or loops. The maximum measured length
of a singtle trail is known to exceed 700 ft (2).

In April and May, 1952, three visits were made to
Racetrack Playa in light aireraft for the special pur-
pose of discovering whether any stones could be moved
with the artificial ‘wind velocities produced by the
propeller wash of the planes. Equipment included 25

438

ArTHUR FURST

gal water, laboratory-cut cubes of limestone in gradu--
ated sizes 0.5-3 in. on an edge, spring balances, and
an anemometer. )

It was found that even 3—4 hr soaking is not enough
to produce a smooth slippery film of mud on the playa
surface; probably days (or weeks) are required to
close the mud cracks. Accordingly, water confined to
an area of about 4 sq ft was worked into the surface
with a trowel until a slippery paste was formed.
Whether its consistency or depth approached natural
conditions is not known. However, at air velocities not
exceeding 42.2 mph, a natural triangular prism of
limestone picked up from a nearby track and weigh-
ing 19 oz was made to slide part way across the wetted
area. None of the prepared cubes slid (though the
smaller ones showed some tendency to roll over), prob-
ably because of the greater pressure per unit area of
their bottom surfaces and, perhaps, frictional retar-
dation of the “wind” close to the playa surface.

Slightly better results were achieved at a shallow,
man-made waterhole near the south end of the playa.
By draining some of the water to one side, a larger
area of thoroughly saturated playa material (not en-
tirely a present-day surface layer, however) was ex-
posed, and on this two natural stones, including the
19-0z limestone mentioned above, moved several times
over distances up to about 2 ft under measured wind
velocities of 40-45.5 mph. This was recorded on mov-
ing picture film. Movement was slow and sometimes
halting, and the mud surface was actively rippled by
the air blast.

The wetted surfaces used may not have simulated
natural conditions, and under the conditions of the
experiments any tracks left might have been blurred
or destroyed by further action of the wind. The mud
used was probably less slippery than would be that
composed of the fines from the uppermost 14 in. of
the playa surface, and the.wind velocities attained
were low compared to the gusts that undoubtedly
occur under natural conditions. It should be pointed
out that the windward (west) side of the playa is
paralleled by a steep narrow ridge rising over 1500 ft
above its surface (see USGS Topographic Map of the
Ballarat Quadrangle) the abrupt ends of which, espe-

- cially at the south, nearly coincide with the north and

south ends of the playa. West of this ridge is the
10 x 20 mi expanse of Saline Valley, with a north-
west-trending floor 1500 ft lower than Racetrack
Playa. This topographic situation favors crowding of
flowlines over the southeast rim of Saline Valley, and
turbulence around the ends of the barrier ridge may
account both for peak gusts of high velocity and the
variable direction of the tracks.

The presence of mud flakes in front of some rocks
suggests that movement took place (at least in these
cases) while the flakes were still discrete, owing either
to lower permeability or to their being held together
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