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  The author and The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc. assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book.




  




  



  In Memory: Keltsie Lynn Mansfield (1995–2015). As we were approached to revise this book we were excited about the prospect of visiting and photographing the rockhounding sites in Colorado. We planned on leaving for Colorado in June of 2015 to start the revision of the book. On April 15, 2015, we tragically lost our granddaughter in a horrific act of domestic violence. To suffer such a loss was a devastation to our family but after a while we found it necessary to begin the work on this book. Though it was difficult to begin, we found it to be an enjoyable endeavor and because Keltsie enjoyed going rockhounding with us, we decided to dedicate this book to her and donate part of the money from the book sales to a fund to support domestic violence awareness. It is our hope that through this maybe another family can be spared the heartbreak we have experienced.




  —Gary and Sally Warren, 2016
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ABOUT THIS BOOK





  Anyone who has followed the rockhounding hobby for more than a few years has undoubtedly encountered the two most common types of guidebooks. First is the one that simply lists the material to be found, gives brief directions to the sites, and provides a map that may or may not be accurate. The second type is more a treasure house of adjectives than a guidebook. Although the material to be found at the site may look as interesting as a piece of broken sidewalk, it will invariably be described as containing “fiery” reds, “deep, rich” purples, “breathtaking” oranges, and so on and on. Many rockhounds (including the two of us) have driven down miles of dirt roads and hiked over hills and through valleys only to be disappointed because the enthusiasm of the guidebook’s author outdid the actual beauty of the find. We will not so mislead you in this book. If we are describing a site where red agate can be found, we will call it red agate even if we might think it is “fiery.” You will have to be the judge, since beauty certainly is in the eye of the beholder.




  Some guidebooks list old sites that are no longer productive. Some sites, in fact, have been rockhounded into oblivion and would not yield enough material for a 30 × 40 cabochon with the use of heavy equipment. This is not to say that old sites are not worth visiting, however. Many still provide worthwhile cutting material or mineral samples, but it is not just a matter of leaning out the car window and picking them up. We have listed some of these sites, but we also tell you just how hard and long you may expect to work for your prizes.




  For this fourth edition of Rockhounding Colorado, we have dropped the number of sites from eighty-three to eighty-one. The sites have been modified to take into consideration the closing of private land and the opening or closing of mines. In the section on “Fifteen Trips for the Intrepid Explorer,” GPS coordinates have been added to each trip.




  All of the sites in this book have been carefully checked for accessibility. We will not send you to a site that is part of a national monument, nor have we listed any sites that are now underneath a shopping mall. We have also been extremely careful to indicate when a site is on private land. While much of central and western Colorado is public land, the eastern part is mostly private. Farmers and ranchers are generally willing to let you collect on their property if it will not disrupt their activities, but you must always ask. Just because there is no posting does not mean that collecting is allowed. It is also important to understand that all sites, and particularly mine sites, are subject both to fluctuations in mineral prices and the whims of their owners. One day a mine may look as though no one has been near it in a hundred years, but within a short time it could be reopened and working.




  It is hard to keep up with this roller coaster when you live in the area, but if you live a hundred or a thousand miles away, it is virtually impossible. The status of public lands can change, too. Spots that have been open to collecting for years can become parts of various “protected areas.” Forest roads can be closed to protect property rights of folks who own private property within the forest boundaries, fires and floods can close roads or whole areas, and public lands can be sold or leased.




  We know from experience that for the rockhound, there is no feeling quite as bad as the one you get after driving a long distance with the expectation of some nice collecting only to see the dreaded “Keep Out” sign. The best way to avoid this feeling is to check out the site status before starting. To make this task easier, we have included contact information at the back of the book for Bureau of Land Management (BLM) field offices, national forest ranger districts, and government offices for all sixty-four Colorado counties. A phone call to one of these could save you a lot of disappointment.




  We have included several of the famous mining districts for old mine buffs, but because of the always changing collecting status, we have purposely not listed any specific mines in these districts, with a few exceptions. We have listed some specific mine sites where we are pretty certain that collecting will be allowed—but it’s still a good idea to check before going.




  Both the authors and the publisher feel there is a lot more to the hobby of rockhounding than simply collecting rocks and hauling them home to fill up the backyard or the garage. The facets of the hobby are many and varied. There are collectors who only want to pick up pretty rocks and take them home for displays or for the rock garden. Often these people do not even know the kind of material they are collecting. Many do not care. That’s fine. Some rockhounds are locked into the agates and jaspers and would walk over a mountain of mineral specimens and not even see them in order to get to their favorites. Some collect only what they can use their lapidary skills on, and others want mineral specimens for display or micromounting. There are even those whose interest is in the geology of the area and who don’t care if the native rock does look like pieces of broken sidewalk. In short, rockhounds come in many flavors, and we have tried to offer something of interest to all.




  Happy hunting! We hope that you have as much fun using this book as we did in researching and writing it.










  



  
INTRODUCTION





  Called the Centennial State because of its admission to the Union 100 years after the US Declaration of Independence of 1776, Colorado is a rectangular plot of ground 387 miles from east to west and 276 miles from north to south. At 104,247 square miles, it is the eighth largest of the fifty states. Colorado shares borders with Wyoming, Nebraska, Kansas, New Mexico, Utah, Oklahoma, and about an inch and a half of Arizona down in the Four Corners area. Enclosed within these borders is a land of contrasts.




  The state’s geology ranges from the high plateaus of the west through the magnificent 14,000-foot peaks in the central section to the vastness of the Great Plains in the east. While not the largest state, Colorado takes first place as the highest. The lowest point in the state is 3,350 feet at the intersection of the Arkansas River and the Kansas state line, while the highest is Mount Elbert at 14,433 feet. Mount Elbert, though, is only one of fifty-three peaks in the state over 14,000 feet. In addition almost 900 peaks are at least 11,000 feet. All of these skyscrapers help give the state an average altitude of nearly 7,000 feet.




  In Colorado, 60 percent of the land is privately owned, which is not necessarily good for the rockhound, but the remaining 40 percent is held by federal, state, and local governments, which is generally good for rockhounds. Federal lands include the Arapaho, Roosevelt, Gunnison, Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, Routt, Pike, San Isabel, Rio Grande, San Juan, and White River National Forests. Collecting, with some minor restrictions, is allowed in all of these forests. In addition to the national forests, the BLM administers 13,000 square miles of public lands. As it is in the national forests, collecting, with a few restrictions, is allowed on BLM land.




  The federal government also administers four national parks in the state: Mesa Verde, Rocky Mountain, Black Canyon of the Gunnison, and Great Sand Dunes National Parks. No collecting is allowed in the national parks, nor is it allowed in the national monuments or national wilderness areas. Colorado has six of these: Colorado, Florissant Fossil Beds, Hovenweep, Canyon of the Ancients, the Colorado portion of Dinosaur National Monument, and Browns Park (added to this list in February 2015).




  To do justice to the formation of the mountains, plains, and plateaus that we call Colorado would take a book in itself. This is not a geology text, however, so we will include only the briefest overview of how the sites (and sights) you will be visiting came to be.




  During the Mesozoic Era, about 200 million years ago, what are now the Eastern Plains were covered with warm, shallow waterways filled with marine life. As the water levels rose and fell, layers of shale were deposited. Eventually, erosion of the Rockies deposited great quantities of debris on the plains, covering the shales that contained the remains of marine plants and animals. Finally, the movement of the North American Plate sliding over the Pacific Plate caused the land in much of the southwest to rise an average of about 5,000 feet. It is in this area, where the ancient shale layers are exposed today, that we search for fossils of those long-departed marine animals and plants.




  While all of this was taking place on the plains, dinosaurs were roaming in a lush, tropical climate graced with warm rivers and lakes and dense forests in what would one day become central and western Colorado. Unfortunately for the dinosaurs, but fortunately for us, many of the dinosaurs were trapped in layers of mud, silt, and volcanic ash where, over eons, the cell structure of their bones was replaced by silica. Thus they were preserved for those of us who would come along millions of years later to collect and study the fossilized remains of those huge beasts.




  At the end of the Cretaceous Period, about 65 million years ago, when the dinosaurs were almost extinct, the North American and Pacific Plates came together, causing stresses in the central region. The resulting upheaval created the mountains that today we call the Rockies. Over the centuries that followed, more stresses caused fractures in the Earth’s crust, which allowed magma to flow upward. Some of this magma formed the San Juan Mountains in Colorado’s southwestern corner, while other flows filled cracks and crevices and caused them to fracture. These fractures were filled with a wide variety of minerals in solution. Most of this process, called hydrothermal mineralization, occurred along a wide area from a spot in Boulder County southwest to San Juan, Hinsdale, La Plata, and Mineral Counties. The area is known as the Colorado Mineral Belt and contains most of the famous old precious-metals mining areas.




  Has all of the violent upheaval that formed the Earth as we know it stopped? Will we become the fossils of a million years hence? Will our agatized hip sockets become the earrings for a rockhound of the future? Better get out and find a fossil before you become one.




  
A WORD ABOUT THE WEATHER





  You will notice that often we list spring through fall as the best seasons for collecting. This is very general, however, since the weather varies greatly from one region to the next, from one altitude to another, and from year to year. Generally because of the high altitude of Colorado, you can start getting into the mountains in late May or June and need to get out by October. On one day in late June 2015, we went from 100 degrees Fahrenheit in Grand Junction to 35 degrees Fahrenheit in Silverton.




  On the Eastern Plains, summers can be hot and severe thunderstorms, often with hail, are common. Tornadoes are also frequent visitors to the plains. We decided on one trip that you know you may be in trouble when the telephone book in the motel has instructions on what to do after a tornado. Don’t let this keep you from going, though. If you worry about every natural disaster that might befall you, you will spend your life hiding under the bed.




  The Western Plateau has temperatures closer to those of the high desert areas of eastern Utah. Summer days often top 100 degrees Fahrenheit in many places. If you are used to desert collecting, this may not bother you; but if you don’t like the heat, you will be much happier collecting in the spring or fall.




  The mountainous spine through the center of Colorado presents a very different situation. At some of the higher sites, it is not uncommon to have snow showers in July. Weather in the high country can change in the blink of an eye, and lightning is a real concern at or near the peaks. You may well start out with a beautiful cloudless sky, and by the time you arrive at your destination, be in either a downpour or a snowstorm. One year we were camped in La Plata Canyon. For three days in a row, the one-hour hike to an old mine began under a beautiful blue sky and ended in pouring rain.




  Even though there are weather situations to be aware of, most of the time it is beautiful in Colorado. We visited more than a hundred sites in a little over two months in researching this book. We went out every day and were rained out only one time. So gather up your rock bags and hammers and head out. Colorado is a place you will never forget.
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