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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date







  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—roads are detoured, phone numbers change, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  Globe Pequot Press




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  P.O. Box 480




  Guilford, CT 06437





  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy rockhounding!
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  AN IMPRINT OF GLOBE PEQUOTE PRESS











  To Alaska’s most dedicated rockhounds—the members of the Chugach Gem and Mineral Society, who made a collaborative effort to document rockhounding locales across the state. Welcoming members also let me tag along on so many exciting journeys, especially into the remote areas. The club’s guidance on directions, productivity, and value of these sites was instrumental in the creation of this book. If you are not yet a member, stop by one of their friendly and educational meetings and join today. They take the best rockhounding trips!







   




  To buy books in quality for corporate use
 or incentives, call (800) 962-0973 
or email premiums@GlobePequot.com.
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  Gold panning on Cache Creek is a great way to enjoy rockhounding in Alaska.











  
Introduction





  Three hundred million years ago the land mass we now call Alaska simply wasn’t around. Ohio was here, Tennessee too. But like California, Oregon, and Washington, Alaska had yet to geologically assemble. The Earth formed from stellar dust about 4.6 billion years ago. A few geologic moments later large bodies of rock solidified when the hot magmatic planet cooled into crusts and oceans. The initial lighter chunks of these massive terrestrial rocks became cratons which have over time grown into today’s continents.




  The North American craton was alive and well during the late Paleozoic. The crustal dome was hugging the edge of the ocean where the Rocky Mountains are today. The sea spanned westward from this shore over the area that would later be the west coast of North America. It only took 150 million years for a slice of the craton around western Canada to begin to creep slowly toward what would later be northern Alaska. Meanwhile, farther south in the Pacific, blocks of already formed rock were inching their way from as far south as the equator, forced by the rhythms of plate tectonics, north to the future.




  By this point in your rockhounding career, you have probably heard of conglomerate rocks. But have you heard of conglomerate states? A geologic map of Alaska is reminiscent of the familiar rock pattern. Most of the western state is made of a variety of rocks slithered up from their southern birthplace and shuffled over the Pacific in hodgepodge order. The rocks traveled from Asia, the South Pacific, and even South America in slow geologic time and then pushed against that northern craton to form Alaska. Some rocks are igneous, formed from eruptions; others are sedimentary, composed of accumulated sea or land deposits. Others are metamorphic, formed from the force of the blocks pushing into one another when they finally arrived at their northern limits. Many in the lineup were forced into faults, pushing up the mountainous land we admire today.




  Alaska is still growing. The southern coast currently flurries in faulting activity. Pacific crust is still being pushed beneath the coastal plate. The more buoyant continental crust sticks to the continental margin. The southwestern edge of Alaska is cupped in by the Pacific Ring of Fire, which produces the amazing chain of Aleutian Islands and more volcanic rocks.




  The wrath of the ring is caused by the subduction of the Pacific Plate under the North American Plate, where magma has pushed up a series of active volcanoes—known as a volcanic arc. Some of these volcanoes still erupt today. Across the state there are more than forty currently active volcanoes. In 2009 Mount Redoubt, a stratovolcano just across the Cook Inlet from the Kenai Peninsula, was spurting ash over the city of Anchorage and air traffic was halted for weeks. The state is also continuously rich in seismic activity, with upwards of 1,000 significant earthquakes a year. In 1964 Alaska’s deadly Good Friday earthquake proved to be the strongest to ever occur in the country, measuring at a 9.2 on the Richter scale.




  With all this stirring activity, complex history, and expansively remote territory, geologists have only touched the surface of understanding the vast forty-ninth state. Not all that much is known about Alaska, especially if you compare the research to the extensive explorations of the lower forty-eight. Geologically and historically, there is still much to uncover—it’s suitable that Alaska’s nickname is “the Last Frontier.”




  Exploration of the state is hobbled by lack of access. The secrets of the sutures are hidden behind the lush foliage that makes the state such a photographer’s paradise and a structural geologist’s nightmare. The trials and tribulations of a scarcely accessible summer season, and a sparsely paved empire with few services, produce only a small window of time for very expensive field research each summer.




  Geologists continue to chip away at Alaska’s past, and new discoveries are made on an almost daily basis. In 2005 dinosaur footprints were discovered in Denali National Park. It was fairly late in the game for dinosaurs when they finally made their way to the Great Land about sixty-five million years ago. By that time, Alaska had expanded out to its near-modern size. Yet even during the Cretaceous, when dinosaurs were dancing on the floors of Denali, the land was still located at a cooler northern latitude. The discovery of dinosaurs in the Arctic has led to some interesting questions in the debate of whether the animals were cold- or warm-blooded.




  Mammal fossils from the Pleistocene, our last major ice age period—from around two million to 10,000 years ago—also are receiving attention in Alaska. As our own climate rapidly heats up, the fate of these creatures, which went extinct at the edge of a prior warming period, becomes of profound and personal interest. Mammoth tusks and teeth erode out of muddy banks in the Fairbanks region faster than paleontologists can collect them for study. Ancient bear skeletons are discovered in new caves in the southeast. Correlations are made with each new discovery, and slowly the history of the life in Alaska is organized into sequence.




  Humans have been in Alaska for a needlelike fraction of the state’s time-line. Even the approximate time when Homo sapiens first crossed an icy land bridge over the Bering Sea from Asia and entered the North American continent is hotly debated. One thing is certain: Despite all the rugged edges of Alaska’s far northern latitude, people have thrived in this region for upwards of 10,000 years.




  The first western contact was made in the early eighteenth century, beginning the legacy of prospecting for items to be exploited. Furs, gold, and whatever else could be reaped from the surface triggered the initial and recurring interest of outsiders in the region. Some areas of southeast Alaska have been ruled under four nations since that time. The original flavors of these cultures can still be experienced in your travels, particularly within southeast Alaska, where different islands reflect the different western settlers.




  Newcomers have always seemed to look at Alaska in terms of what this remote land could possibly be exploited for. When the United States acquired the territory in the Alaskan Purchase of 1867 from the Russian Empire, the deal was commonly mocked. The press and the people of America questioned the $7.2 million acquisition and accused Secretary of State William Seward of being the fool behind the curtain, nicknaming the event “Seward’s folly.”




  Seward never lived to see his icebox pan out. As an American territory, Alaska eventually proved to have its perks. Gold and other minerals were pulled from the land as Alaska crept her way toward statehood in 1959. But it wasn’t until the mother lode of oil was discovered in the North Slope Borough in 1968 that the joke turned on Seward’s critics and his wisdom and foresight were universally acknowledged.




  One hundred years after the “folly,” Alaska became the richest state of the union, with an oil field of twenty-five billion barrels lying under the arctic tundra. Today the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System pumps the precious oil 800 miles from its Arctic Ocean source at Prudhoe Bay to the south-central port of Valdez on the Gulf of Alaska.






  Alaska’s Geologic Introduction




  Rockhounding is a fast-growing hobby, fun for people of all ages and backgrounds. It is also a sport for a special person. To some, the “hunting” of rocks may seem bizarre. After all, if it was just rocks someone was after, they’re everywhere. Rockhounds collect many different kinds of rocks for many different reasons. Some collect fossils, or rocks, or minerals; some don’t keep anything at all.
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  Gold panning at the Crow Creek Mine is a sport for the whole family.




  To most, rockhounding is more than finding rocks. It can take you to locations beyond the standard roadside attractions and allow you to explore areas of America that many will never see. Rockhounding pushes you through towns where outsiders seldom come, on roads without pavement, past fire trails, to ghost towns, to abandoned quarries, to forgotten mining districts, and to mountaintops. You can drive up and down the Glenn Highway a dozen times, but you will miss the full Alaskan experience unless you take the time to hike Sheep Mountain. This book offers you a quick summary to off-the-beaten-path places to visit and a guide to joining the last of the American explorers!




  The best part is that anyone can be a rockhound. Whatever your flavor of collecting—from ammonites to micromounts—whether you’re looking to collect for an hour or a month, stay close to the car, or prospect the Talkeetnas, there is a site in Alaska for you. And maybe you will learn something new or bring home a gigantic gold nugget. Rockhounding and gold panning are excellent family sports. This is treasure hunting with an opportunity to learn. Here is your chance to make science fun and tell the kids that they can touch things. You don’t need television, junk food, soda, or a scoreboard (although if you bring all this, the group may last longer). It would be hard to come across an educational pastime as entertaining as looking for rocks. So bring the kids. The more kids the better; they’re closer to the ground—they find better stuff.




  Alaska is the ultimate destination, and if the rocks don’t sweep you off your feet, the views will. From icy fjords to windswept tundra, the state that’s two and a half times the size of Texas has myriad flavors. In just a day you can drive from whales spouting in the fishing ports of the Prince William Sound to grizzlies feasting on arctic berries in the interior; from beachcombing for agates to seeking crystals in mountain-high glacial moraines. Yet Alaska is also a state with very few roads—and often very few rocks you can easily waltz up to and put in your pocket. This is not the Arizonan desert. In fact, there are times in Alaska’s swampy southeast when you will not see a rock for miles.




  To say Alaska was even moderately accessible would demean the Great Land. The rocks you see in this vast empire are often the kinds of rocks that are 6 miles away. The seemingly never-ending views are of the variety that put the rest of the world to shame. Alaska is so large it ripped the title “biggest state” right off Texas. Everything is bigger in Alaska, including the nation’s largest national park and North America’s highest mountain, which is also the largest base-to-top mountain in the world. After time in the state, you may find that every other range looks like a runt—unless you head to the Himalayas. This is both amazing to see and a challenge to explore.




  A sincere apology goes to readers who are not able to strap on a fifty-pound pack and hike into the backcountry to explore the rocks. An attempt was made to list a diversity of hounding locales, and although it may not seem apparent at first, the marathon mountaintop marches were omitted from this book, leaving only the milder hikes (comparatively speaking).




  Of course not all sites can be reached by hiking on a trail. Some still require a good level of hiking fitness and backcountry navigational ability. Remote locations are just a fact of Alaskan rockhounding. For some this is grand; for others it’s impossible. If you are a mountaineer-turned-mineralogist looking for the grandest challenges, contact the Chugach Gem and Mineral Society for information on additional backcountry locales.




  It is not unusual to find out about a lusty location and then be told that you will have to access it by all-terrain vehicle (ATV), boat, or even snowmobile. It is a true Alaskan experience when you ask locals how to get to the beautiful rainbow tourmaline and they breezily reply, “We take a floatplane.” So some Alaskans take their planes and boats to look for rocks. If you live in the state or travel by these methods, what a glorious adventure! But it does leave the rockhound on a time budget in the economy-size rental car at a major disadvantage. One thing is for sure: Four-wheel drive will you get you to twice as many Alaskan rockhounding sites as a subcompact. If you can manage it, bring or rent a sport utility vehicle (SUV), pack two full-size spare tires, an extra five gallons of gas, and a satellite phone.




  Three summers of rockhounding were spent circling Alaska in search of sites that are practical to access. Numerous pay-dirt gold-panning locations are included in this guide. You will find these roadside trough-panning environments to be kid friendly and often wheelchair accessible. Including these establishments is not standard rockhounding protocol, but Alaska’s inaccessibility is a special case. Where there is gold, there often is something else interesting to explore. By all means, stop by these locations, support the local businesses, and learn the history—especially if the trekking sites are not an option.




  Gold is a big part of Alaska’s geologic history and also a big part of rock-hounding in the state. If you aren’t a gold prospector, consider adding the hobby as you head to the Last Frontier. A third of the sites in this book incorporate, or are specifically catered to, finding gold. Alaska is gold country. Every region you cross when you travel this state has a history related to the metallic riches. The state mineral is gold. (The state rock is jade, but you will only find samples on private property.)




  The importance of gold in Alaska’s history could fill dozens of books. Much of what you see across the land is a result of the gold rushes—be it a city, a
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  river name, or a person. In fact, gold is what brought most settlers to the state. It has forever shaped the people, landscape, and flavor of Alaska. The life of most miners was a harsh one, with the cost to the land irreparable. Yet the lure of a gold rush is unmistakable. Grab a bucket and shovel and try your hand at the process that once ruled the lives and the land of this state. Maybe you will even catch the fever, like the pioneers did before you.




  Collecting Regulations and Etiquette




  Most of Alaska is government land, and rockhounding is permitted on several forms of public land. In general, you may be allowed to collect rocks on lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), USDA Forest Service, and Alaska Department of Natural Resources. Some state and national parks are open to gold panning and limited rockhounding. There are restrictions on what can be collected on all of these lands. On average, only small hand samples that do not disturb the surface of the earth and that are not sold commercially can be collected. Rules and regulations vary by location and could change at any time, so always inquire before collecting.




  It may be a pain, but visiting every public land information center and ranger station where you intend to rockhound is all part of the experience. Often there are multiple benefits to stopping at each office. Aside from checking land status, the staff can be helpful. They may give you great advice on where to rockhound, camp, hike, fish, or lunch. An insider’s tip could become the highlight of your trip.




  There are some basic regulations to be familiar with when collecting on public land. Collecting or disturbing vertebrate fossils on government property is prohibited. Vertebrates are defined as any animal with an internal skeleton of cartilage or bone. For example, a fish is a vertebrate and a clam is an invertebrate; therefore, it is illegal to collect fish fossils but legal to collect clam fossils. The rule is strictly enforced.




  All findings are subject to the Federal Antiquities Act of 1906; anything of historical value should not be removed. In addition, anything of archaeological nature is protected under the Native American Graves Protection Act and should not be removed. This means it is illegal to collect an arrowhead made of agate. It may have been rock first, but it is an artifact now. The good news is that any rock, gem, mineral, or fossil you find while abiding by the rules on the properly designated land is yours to keep—like that two-ounce nugget!




  Now that you know what you can keep, the question becomes how much you should take. Many sites get picked over, which is both frustrating for a rockhound and unfair to the environment. There is usually a limit in poundage or volume of rocks that can be collected per day and per year on public land. These are generous numbers. BLM, for example, dictates collecting limits of twenty-five pounds per day, or 250 pounds per year. These limits far outweigh our recommendations. Collecting at all sites in this book should be limited to hand samples, meaning a rock (or two) that fit in your hand per site.




  If you’re overcome by desire while surrounded by such treasures, ask yourself, What am I going to do with ten pounds of rock? Geologic samples should be shared, enjoyed, and dispersed, not stockpiled and hoarded. We’ve all heard the stories of the old man who passes away and the kids don’t know what to do with the dark basement full of rocks. Unless you’re stashing dinosaur bones or giant cavities of Brazilian amethyst, less is more. Perhaps people will think it is more valuable.




  How to Use This Book




  Each site description follows the same format. Here is a breakdown of how the information is organized.




  Land type: This is a very brief section meant only as an overview of the topography. Land type refers to the collecting location, not the region. This may be a mountain, desert, beach, riverbed, glacial moraine, or road cut. Always review a topographic map of the region before you head to a specific site.




  GPS: The global positioning system (GPS) is a valuable rockhounding tool. GPS units derive coordinates from satellites, with an accuracy of about 30 feet. GPS coordinates have been recorded for each site in this book. These coordinates were taken from the location at which the specimens described were discovered. This serves as a starting point to your exploration—many other factors affect what you will find. Sites that don’t require GPS coordinates are noted with N/A.




  Best season: There is really only one season to rockhound in Alaska, and that is summer. This may lapse into a month or two of fall and, in early snow-melt years, a few weeks of spring. The summer solstice is June 21; the autumn equinox is September 21. Most of these sites are accessible and enjoyable between these dates. Some areas, such as road cuts and riverbeds, can be worked earlier or later in the season but won’t be as comfortable as in summer. If you are thinking of traveling on the fringes of the warmest season, contact the appropriate land managers and ask for projected road and land conditions.




  Land manager: It is crucial to check in with a land manager regarding the status of each rockhounding site before you visit. Access rules are highly subject to change.




  Material: A handbook of rocks and minerals and a guide to fossils will enhance your rockhounding experience. If you cannot identify tetrahedrite, how will you find it on Sukapak Mountain? Bring along the mineral guide so that you can check the color photos when you think you’ve found your specimen.




  Tools: All rockhounds have their favorite tools. Bring what you like, and consider the tools listed here as suggestions. The most important thing to note about tools is that if you are gold panning and looking to use any equipment aside from light hand tools (this includes sluices, rock boxes, dredges, and high bankers), you need to double-check with the Alaska Department of Fish and Game Division of Habitat. The last souvenir you want to take from your Alaska rockhounding vacation is a hefty fine.




  Metal detectors are usually allowed at public gold-panning sites. The only exceptions are areas where the surface material is not to be disturbed or there is a concern about removing other artifacts. Wrangell–St. Elias National Park is an example of a location that’s off-limits to metal detecting. If you are thinking about purchasing a metal detector for your journey to Alaska or for gold prospecting in general, you need to do your research. Metal detectors designed to locate gold are pricey. You may spend a couple thousand dollars for a detector sensitive enough to detect a nugget. For more information on metal detectors, contact Alaska Mining and Diving Supply (see appendix C).




  Vehicle: Vehicles are listed in three categories: any, four-wheel-drive, and high-clearance. Most of the roads in this book were traveled in fairly good weather, and judgments reflect that experience. Muddy roads have been recorded, but not all conditions are accounted for.




  Accommodations: The closest location for established camping, RV parking, or motels is listed. These are not specific locations; they are meant to serve as an overview for trip planning.




  Special attractions: Only attractions of special interest to the rockhound are listed in this section. There are special attractions everywhere in Alaska!




  Special considerations: The special considerations listed are only recommendations to take into account. Other hazards could exist.




  Finding the site: Locations are listed from the closest cities if possible. In Alaska you can drive for a couple hundred miles without reaching a town or amenities. What looks like a city on a map may be a defunct mining district. Many of the names listed on Alaskan maps are nothing more than a name.




  Using milepost numbers as directions is part of Alaskan travel—a very effective and useful system. When you ask someone where the next gas station is located, the response might be “Milepost 89.” With directions like this, it is important to know how the milepost system works. Fortunately, since there are so few roads in Alaska, it is fairly easy to memorize the patterns.




  Mileposts are posted along highways and listed in sequential order from the beginning of the highway (Mile 0) to its end. For example, the Seward Highway runs from the city of Seward (Mile 0) north to the city of Anchorage (Mile 127). Thus, if you wish to visit the Bertha Creek Recreational Panning Area at Mile 65 of the Seward Highway, it is 65 miles north of Seward and 62 miles south of Anchorage.




  Note: AK 1 is called the Seward Highway south of Anchorage and the Glenn Highway north of Anchorage. Local usage is to use highway names rather than AK 1.




  Rockhounding: This section includes a short overview of field observations or geologic insight. The author personally visited most of these sites. Just a few, including Sand Point, Dutch Harbor, and some of the pay-dirt gold-mining locales were not personally visited. Other contributors recapped their experiences for these descriptions. Fieldwork took place over the summers of 2006, 2007, and 2008. It is safe to say that things may have changed since these visits. The importance of contacting a land manager to confirm status before you head out cannot be stressed enough. What is described here may not be valid by the time you read this book. Land status and other factors are highly subject to change, especially in a state like Alaska, where valuable minerals play a large part in the economy. Abandoned mining claims could reopen as multi-million-dollar operations tomorrow—or be completely covered by the process of mining reclamation.




  Safety




  Just as if you were hiking or camping, you should always carry survival gear while rockhounding in Alaska. Only a handful of these sites are within walking distance of emergency services. Bring extra water, as well as a water purifier, compass, emergency blanket, pocketknife, waterproof matches, stove, first-aid kit, and safety whistle. If you are traveling by car, a full-size spare tire should be mandatory equipment, along with flares, a five-gallon can of gas, and a shovel. If you are traveling the Dalton Highway or other remote roads, two full-size spares are recommended. Above all, do not forget your maps and GPS unit.
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