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Interests: Natural Building, Solar Power, Photographic Imaging,  

filmmaking & Science 
 

“… I arrived in Arizona from Connecticut during my mid-thirties in 1997.  At that 

time, it seemed as if I lived a whole life already - the one from the beginning that 
you prepare for.  I set that aside once in Arizona as my perspective began to 

change.  It was the shift from thinking about life in terms of “productivity; and 
instead think about life from a more creative standpoint - Observing the unique 

aspects of people, places and things….”  Bart Santello - Arivaca 

 
 

Property & Improvements:  15460 W. Jalisco Road, Arivaca. 5-Acres of 
grasslands savannah, at 3,600-ft elevation.  Approximately 15-miles from the 

International border.  Structures: Natural adobe block out-building and Cob studio 

(under construction) with off-grid solar well and photovoltaic electricity. 
 

 



Adobe Out-Building (Hand Built) 
 

 
 

Timeframe: Started in 2000 – Completed in 2002 (2-years) 

 
Purpose: When I first purchased the property in 1998 there were no 

buildings or infrastructure.  I needed water, shade from the sun, location for 
solar electronics, batteries for power storage and a place to keep some basic 

tools out of the weather.  The adobe out-building served all those purposes 
when completed, thus providing the source for water & electricity for living 

and future buildings. 
 

Structure & Materials: The out-building is a 12’x12’ adobe block structure of 

approximately 900 hand-made blocks.  The building was started in the year 
2000 and took 2-years over approximately 50-weekends to complete.  The 

building faces East, with a small portal and stone patio.  It has a flat roof 
made of Ponderosa Pine beams, wood latilla’s and a 4”-cob (straw-clay) roof 

layer protected by a rubberized elastomeric coating.  The exterior rendering 
was originally lime plaster, but 40 to 50-degree temperature swings each 

day, caused the lime plaster to expand, contract and eventually separate 
from the wall. This resulted in a re-plastering of the walls every two years.  

An alternate exterior rendering was necessary, so currently the building has 
a weather-proof finish that is a mixture of colored elastomeric and finely 

sifted sand. 
 
  



Cob Studio (Under Construction - Hand Built): 
 

 
 

Timeframe: Started in 2006 to present day. Estimated completion date 2019. 

 
Purpose & Design: The Cob Studio was inspired by native Anasazi architecture 

dating back to 900AD in a region that is now is North-western New Mexico.  That 
place is known as Chaco Canyon.  For the Cob  Studio, there has been no plan or 

design for its construction – It simply has evolved over time and its final look at this 

point is unknown to me.  This structure is not being built as living space, but as my 
personal digital media post-production studio.  However, aside from the creative 

use of the studio, the building’s architecture will hopefully create a contemplative, 
comfortable space that one can dissolve into. 

 

Structure & Materials: The primary building material for this building is mixed clay, 
straw and water. That material mixture is called “Cob”.  Cob hardens to seemingly 

a concrete strength.  The footing is two feet wide and 18-inches deep of river rock; 
on top of which is a stone stem wall which is at minimum 3-feet high.  This 

foundation took over 18-months to build and contains over 60-tons of stone hand-

picked from the local mountains. 
 

Inside the cob walls of the building bamboo acting as reinforcement.  Vigas 
(beams) are locally harvested Mesquite and Oak.  The ceiling in the south-eastern 
room is bamboo.  The circular room at the west end of the building has a 12-foot 

diameter ‘cob’ dome with 1-foot thick walls. 
 

For a detailed building account of this cob structure, see my blog by following this 
link: http://cobstudio.blogspot.com 

 

http://cobstudio.blogspot.com/


Solar Power (Owner designed and built): 
 

 
 

There are several separate solar photovoltaic systems on the property, each 

with its own purpose. 

 
Solar Water Pumping: Four Uni-Solar 64-watt solar panels, charge 12-volt 

deep cycle batteries that run a three-phase high efficiency AC centrifugal 
water pump.  Water is pumped from the well to an eighty-gallon water 

pressure tank for domestic water. 
 

Solar Electricity (AC): Four Uni-Solar 64-watt solar panels, charge 12-volt 
deep cycle batteries that output to an 1,100-watt DC-to-AC inverter.  This 

electricity provides lighting and power to both the out-building and a travel 
trailer 

 
Solar Electricity (DC): Two 12-volt Uni-Solar 64-watt solar panels, charge 

two 6-volt deep cycle batteries that output DC power to run 12-volt specific 
appliances and lighting in the travel trailer.  In addition, the batteries run a 

DC powered evaporative cooler for air conditioning in the warmer months. 

 
Cob Studio Solar Electricity (AC):  This system will be designed and installed 

when the Cob Studio is completed. 
 

See my website at: www.deserthomestead.com for additional information 

http://www.deserthomestead.com/


Dry-Wash Gabion: 
 

 
 

Purpose: The purpose of constructing a gabion on my property was to stop 
‘trenching’ across my driveway when flash-floods occur and wash-away material, 

which could result in making the driveway impassible. 
 

After the gabion was constructed, water from a flash-flood would be slowed-down 

sufficiently to allow sand and silt to deposit and build-up the driveway to level.  A 
secondary benefit from a gabion is to slow down the water flow so it will percolate 

into the ground and help recharge the aquifer.  In addition, as the water reaches 
the gabion it spreads water out around the ground and soaks in; thus providing 

needed water infiltration to Mesquite trees that surround this dry-wash.  

 
Materials and Construction: Over 1-ton of rock was collected to build this gabion.  It 

was constructed in two parts. 1) A heavy-gauge wire mesh was made into a 3’-
diameter tube across the width of the dry-wash and filled with rocks. 2) In order to 
prevent the rock-filled tube from being undermined by a flash-flood, a large ‘apron’ 

on the downstream side of the rock-filled tube was constructed (clearly seen in the 
above photo). 

 
For a detailed discussion with photos detailing the construction of the gabion, see 

my blog: “Life of Gabion” via this link: http://gabion.blogspot.com/ 

 

http://gabion.blogspot.com/


Bart Santello - Statement 
 

 
 

My generation is that of the Space Age, the Cold War and pinnacle of the Industrial 
Age and its end.  But the Baby Boom Generation has also had to navigate the dawn 

of the Information Age and navigate profound shifts in technology, industry and 
society.   

 

The course of my life was and is still being shaped by this arc of history.  I have 
always had an interest in science that lead to a degree and career in science and 

Engineering.  But in a time where the world rapidly seems to be getting more 
complex, when you observe and study nature and earth science, you see that there 

are simple solutions to seemingly complex problems – right there all around us. 

 
In the case of building with cob and harnessing the energy of the sun, I realized 

early in these projects that the materials for constructing a comfortable and 

affordable building, were already on the property, or locally sourced.  Sun, water, 

clay soil, straw and stone.  

I wanted these buildings to symbolize the exact opposite of tract-housing, large 
mortgages and expensive monthly utility cost and up-keep.  I wanted the property 

to be a demonstration that when one builds with earth and solar, one can live 
comfortably and inexpensively.  

 

Back in 1998 when I purchased this property, I wanted to create architecture that 
was unique and original.  By hand-building and using the time all these years to 

understand the property, surrounding environment and climate; I realized the 
structures that have resulted are ideally suited to their location and utility. 

 


