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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 appreciate hearing 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:


FalconGuides


Reader Response/Editorial Department


246 Goose Lane


Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy rockhounding!
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INTRODUCTION


This book is for the rockhound or geologist who wants to visit sites without advance arrangements. Virtually every type of rockhounding trip can be found in this book. Some sites will allow you to park and pick up rocks as soon as you get out of your car. Other sites require some walking, and some sites require strenuous hiking over bad terrain. Some sites do not allow rock collecting at all, but are still worth visiting. At some sites you will likely find lots of minerals or fossils, and at others you may have to work hard to find anything. I have done my best to help you easily find these sites and let you know what to expect.


Virginia is a large state and is one of the most historic parts of the United States. More battles were fought in Virginia than in any other state during the Civil War. The region has some of the first mines and quarries that were developed in the nation. Many of these mines are all but forgotten and either developed, posted, or turned into parkland. While the region has a wide variety of mineral occurrences, as in much of the east, many of these are on private land or are public sites where mineral collecting is prohibited. Many famous fee collecting sites have also closed or were closed during the period of preparation for this book, and many are no longer accessible for mineral collecting. Some of the public sites that used to be open for collectors have become national monuments, and collecting is forbidden. However, the good news is that these government-owned sites are generally open to public access, which still is better than a private site that is not open to the public.


In this book I have focused on identifying sites that you can visit by yourself or with your family without significant advance planning or permission. I have personally checked every one of the sites in this book. I also went to many sites that were notable for their absence of minerals or fossils, and I have left those out of book. Many of the sites are roadcuts or outcrops that are somewhat limited in size but are reasonably accessible to visitors. Roadcuts are often within the highway right-of-way and sometimes belong to the state or local government. Generally you can collect in these areas if they are safe, not disrupting traffic, and clearly not marked against entry. For what it’s worth, I have never had a problem with collecting at roadcuts, but I always make certain that I am not inside posted ground and that I am not in an area where I am posing a risk to traffic.


Interstate highways are illegal collecting sites, and I am aware of some mineral occurrences along interstates that are referenced in other texts that I kept out of this guide for that reason. It is discouraging to beat a site and have a police car pull up behind you, especially if you know you are not supposed to be there. Of course, land and access status can change at any time. Even if a private site is not posted, this guide does not imply or suggest that collecting at the site is permitted.


Many entries in this book are in county parks, state forests, state parks, federal lands, or other places that are accessible to the public, and while you can go to these sites, rock collecting is prohibited in many of them. Collecting shark teeth is allowed in many Virginia State Parks, but some parks prohibit any rock or fossil collecting. Collecting rules are not applied uniformly in many cases. If you look at the park regulations, you may find that any ground disturbance, including picking up a rock, is prohibited.


Many of these same parks and state agencies publish field guides to these parks. In these cases you will have to use your best judgment as to whether or not to collect rocks if you visit a site. If there are signs clearly stating “no mineral collecting,” do not collect rocks. Likewise, if you are in a place where you know collecting is forbidden, you can look at the rocks, but do not collect them. Nearly all state parks, while offering excellent access to see former mines, quarries, and outcrops, do not allow any collecting, with the exception of some of the state parks that have beaches with shark teeth. Where an interesting mineral or fossil occurrence is on publicly accessible land but collecting is prohibited, I have still listed it in this book if I have visited it and consider the locality worth a visit. I have not yet found a site where it is against the law to look at the rocks.


I have stayed away from listing mine and quarry sites where you have to obtain advance permission and appointments, as many rockhounds often do not have the ability to schedule and make advance arrangements. Quarries and mines are generally best visited as a group with a local mineral club or other organizations. Such group trips to quarries could be well worth your time, as you’ll bypass identifying landowners and permission issues. However, you must be sure to bring your own hard hat, steel-toed boots, hammer, and other tools that might be appropriate for the rock types you may encounter. Active quarries in Virginia are great collecting sites when you can get in, but many of the quarries are under new ownership and no longer allow mineral collecting.


For the rockhound with family members who don’t love rocks quite as much as you do, this book also includes local attractions near each site. Many of these are local state parks, nearby lakes, and, in urban settings, nearby malls and cities. These should help you plan a trip that’s fun for everyone.


Virginia is a big state, and it is nearly impossible to cover every locality. While I attempted to include as many sites as possible in this book, I found that the list of good sites kept growing, and eventually I had to draw the line on adding localities. The good news is that the more I kept looking, the more sites I kept finding. This is important, as it shows that there are still more sites to visit. I have never run out of new places to find rocks.


The best way to become a rockhound is to go out and look for rocks. You and your companions will see some interesting geology and places and have some shared experiences, which hopefully will be positive.




ROCKHOUNDING BASICS


Rockhounding can be a low-budget hobby. The entry requirements are minimal. All you need are your eyes and hands to see and pick up interesting rocks. However, as you advance you’ll want some additional tools.


COLLECTING EQUIPMENT


A good hammer is the most important tool for the rockhound. I recommend a rock pick hammer with a pointed tip. Hardware stores don’t usually carry these, but they are available at some surveying supply shops, at rock shows, and online. My preferred brand is an Estwing foot-long hammer with a pointed tip and a Shock Reduction Grip. I have used mine for over thirty years. It is almost impossible to destroy, despite thousands of whacks against very hard rocks and lots of time outside in the rain and snow. Do not use a regular claw hammer. The steel splinters that break off the hammer head when you hit a hard rock are dangerous. You should also be aware that similar splinters will often shoot off a new rock hammer when you are first using the hammer against hard rocks.


If you are hammering, it is also critical to wear safety glasses or goggles. I wear glasses normally to see, and my glasses have often been damaged by flying rock chips and steel hammer splinters. In the event that I am hammering large rocks on a constant basis, such as in a quarry, I will cover my glasses with safety goggles. When collecting in urban environments, rocks are often associated with broken glass, which becomes another hazard when hit with a hammer.


I also use a chisel to help break apart rocks when needed, but many chisels have very wide blades and are difficult to use when splitting the soft, finely bedded sediments that are common in many fossiliferous shales. I sometimes use a cheap flat-bladed screwdriver for soft shaly rocks where a chisel is too big to use. I know this is not the proper use of a screwdriver, but I have not found a better tool for splitting apart soft shaly rocks. Of course, if you try to use a flat-bladed screwdriver to split apart hard rocks, you really are then abusing the tool and run the risk of breaking the screwdriver or injuring yourself. When splitting harder rocks, the better tool is a chisel, and you need a narrow blade if the rocks are to be split along tight fractures.


Gloves are the next critical item. I used to do fieldwork without gloves but this is a dangerous practice. Make sure you protect your hands. All of us with day jobs that involve a computer are in big trouble if we lose the use of a finger or hand. Get a good pair of heavy leather work gloves from your local hardware or big-box store. Gloves are great when moving through briars, climbing on sharp rocks, and avoiding broken glass. It is easy to pinch your bare fingers when moving around large rocks, but gloves will help prevent this. It is better to get the end of your glove caught under a rock than the tip of your finger.


Get a good pair of steel-toed or equivalent boots to protect your feet. Having steel-toed boots is a requirement for collecting in quarries and mines, and it is easy to find and purchase a good pair. I prefer to have relatively lightweight boots. To find a pair that fits you comfortably be sure to walk in them before making a purchase.


A hard hat, while not needed for collecting at most roadcuts or places without overhead hazards, is equipment you should always have available. While you may not need one for casual rock collecting, you should have one with you or in your car in case you get invited to collect in a quarry or visit an active mine.


To say that you should have a smartphone is all but obvious today. Just a couple years ago I did not have a smartphone, but now I use one all the time. It has become critical as I use Google maps to find sites and give me real time data on my location. Frankly, I cannot believe that I used to go to the field without a smartphone. Today I cannot imagine trying to find a site without the use of satellite photographs and my phone GPS.


A field book and camera are useful for recording key site information. I like to record coordinates of sites and take notes of what I have found for future reference. I also use a small pocket-sized digital camera and often take hundreds of shots a day to increase my chances of getting that perfect shot. I use my smartphone as a backup camera, as I still prefer the pictures with my dedicated digital camera. However, I am sure that in a short time my digital camera will be replaced with my phone camera.


A hand lens to inspect mineral and fossils up close is also very useful, but if you are as nearsighted as I am, you can just take off your glasses and look closely. I recommend a quality hand lens that is at least 10× magnification if your natural vision is not sufficient.


Carrying your rocks from the site is often a chore. I like to use a small backpack when I have to walk a long distance, but sometimes a five-gallon bucket works best. A bucket is useful when you are picking up muddy rocks, and it is easy to put in your car. Just be careful not to break the bottom if you intend to also use it as a bucket. It is really irritating to fill your bucket with water and have it leak all over the place.


A wagon is good to have if you are working in quarries or places where you can expect to take out significant amounts of rocks. Collecting lots of rocks in a quarry is fine, as what you do not collect is just going to go to a crusher. If you take your wagon to a roadcut, you are collecting too many rocks. This can also attract attention from police and nosy people. Always try to keep a low profile and do not attract any unwanted attention.


GPS UNITS AND MAPS


Before digital mapping, I used to find every site by using topographic and highway maps. Now I use a handheld Global Positioning System (GPS) unit to record key site location information, and I use the coordinate feature on my car GPS to take me to the site. I still meet people who are not using all available features of their GPS unit, such as the latitude and longitude feature, so be sure you brush up on all the available features of your GPS. Now I also use my smartphone GPS and the satellite imagery, combined with real-time tracking, is critical for finding sites. I cannot imagine rockhounding without my smartphone.


Despite the advantages of GPS units and smartphones, you should always have maps as a backup. I like to have a state map, and I often get free maps at rest areas. I have also found my standard US road atlas works very well. Batteries can die, and satellite and mobile signals can be dropped in wilderness and urban areas where you do not have good clearance for satellite signals. Sometimes your charger will also short out. This happened to me on a multi-day collecting trip, and I felt like I was traveling blind when my GPS ran out of battery power. A good highway map can compliment your GPS and help make certain that you are not taking an incorrect road. Too many people have relied solely on their GPS unit and have taken roads that were not meant for for travel, especially in winter months. Unfortunately, many of these travelers died. If you get lost, most of the rockhounding trips in this book will not have such severe consequences, but never underestimate the value of a good map and never rely solely on your GPS.


If possible, you should also get topographic maps of your site. I used to buy hard copy maps, but they are expensive, especially when you are looking at several sites. I recently bought a set of topographic maps on CD from National Geographic, but unfortunately they have discontinued the CD series and replaced them with online maps. I found these to be completely unsuitable for my purposes, as I am often in areas without Internet access. I am hoping that technology and Internet access will improve to the point where I will access online topographic maps, but for now I am still working with my older copies on CD.


HEALTH AND SAFETY


Rockhounding presents many hazards that you will not encounter in other hobbies. In addition to having the proper gear, there are many health and safety considerations. Any time you go into the field, you are going into an uncontrolled and potentially hostile environment, and you need to take some basic steps to protect yourself and your collecting companions.


Sunscreen is one of the most effective and easy-to-use safety products, but many collectors still ignore its benefits. However, you need to put it on right away after you get to the site, or even better, before you leave the house. Many sites, especially the floors of open pit mines, act like giant solar reflectors, and the sun can be very intense. I also highly recommend a good pair of dark sunglasses. I cannot spend any time at all in an area of light-colored rocks if I do not have my sunglasses. Likewise, if you are not wearing a hard hat, wear a baseball cap or other hat for protection from the sun.
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