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ABOUT THIS GUIDE



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 type 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 there 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 on and on.


Many rockhounds (including yours truly) 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 simply 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. I have tried to verify all the sites to make sure that material is still available as of 2019, but it is up to you as to whether it is good enough for a cabochon or just a garden rock.


Another problem with some guidebooks is that they list old sites that are no longer productive. Some, in fact, have been rockhounded into oblivion and would not yield enough material for a cabochon if you used heavy equipment. This is not to say that all 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.


All the sites in this book have been carefully checked as to accessibility. For example, we will not send you to a site that is part of a national monument. Grand Staircase—Escalante National Monument falls into this category. When this guide was first published, there were several sites at Grand Staircase—Escalante where rockhounds could explore and collect materials. Under current regulations, you can no longer collect any material from national monuments. I have removed these sites from this edition. We have also been extremely careful to indicate when a site is on private land. 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 first. Just because there is no posting does not mean that collecting is allowed.


It is also important to understand that all sites, particularly mine sites, are subject to both fluctuations in mineral prices and the whims of their owners. One day a mine may look as though no one had been near it in a hundred years, but within a very short time, it could be reopened and working. If the trip to a listed site is a long one, be sure to check the collecting status locally before starting out You’ll save a lot of time and effort.


There is a lot more to the hobby of rockhounding than simply collecting rocks and hauling them home to fill up your backyard or garage. The facets (no pun intended) of the hobby are many and varied. Some collectors 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 collecting agates and jaspers, walking over a mountain of mineral specimens and not even seeing them in order to get to their favorites. Some collect only what they can use for lapidary; still 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 a wide variety, and we have tried to offer something of interest to all of them. One word of caution: Some rockhounds are spoiling it for everyone. Most rockhounds use pick and shovel and collect material they can personally use and enjoy. But some try to take everything they can get their hands on and make a profit on the material. They will go into a site and use whatever means necessary, including power and heavy equipment, to fill up a pickup and all their friends’ pickups. I have seen places where one year there was material everywhere and the next was completely decimated by indiscriminate rockhounds using heavy equipment. The landowners were threatening to close the whole area, but with some talking they were convinced to leave it open for rockhounds. If you see so-called rockhounds using this method, report them to the authorities. Any state or Bureau of Land Management (BLM) land in Utah does not allow you to use heavy equipment to collect rocks or minerals without a permit. Check the rules and regulations of an area before you go. Most BLM sites and Utah state lands will only let you collect 250 pounds per day, and you can only use hand tools. If you are going rockhounding as a group, check with the BLM; permits are now needed to hunt as a group on public lands. Rock clubs are no exception.










INTRODUCTION: WELCOME TO UTAH



Perhaps no other state in the Union has more to offer the rockhound than Utah. A true geological wonderland, Utah has an abundance of exposed rock formations that give us a detailed look at the evolution of our Earth. During this evolution, mountains have risen and weathered away, lakes have filled and drained or dried up, and rivers have carved fantastic canyons and gorges. The steep-walled canyons cut by the Escalante and Paria Rivers and the textbook-example goosenecks carved by the San Juan River are only a few examples.


As the seas of the Paleozoic era came and went, varied life-forms evolved. In the beginning, the fascinating little crab-like creatures we call trilobites came on the scene. All these countless millions of years later, we venture out onto the desert and dig for their fossils.


As the Paleozoic era progressed, cephalopods, gastropods, brachiopods and those beautiful horn corals arrived on the scene. Today we search on top of a mountain for the agatized red and black fossils of horn coral. Canyon walls along the Wasatch Range contain fossils of other corals, clams, snails, and sea lilies.


All of this is enclosed in an area of 54.4 million acres, of which 35.5 million are owned by the federal government. More than twenty-two million acres of these federal lands are operated by the BLM. There are five national parks: Zion, Bryce, Capitol Reef, Arches, and Canyonlands. In addition, there are six national monuments: Timpanogos Cave, Cedar Breaks, Hovenweep, Natural Bridges, Grand Staircase–Escalante, and Dinosaur. The USDA Forest Service oversees six national forests: Ashley in the northeast, Dixie in the south, Fishlake in the south-central, Manti–La Sal in the central, Uinta in the north-central, and Wasatch-Cache in the north. There is Golden Spike National Historic Site and Flaming Gorge and Glen Canyon National Recreation Sites. There are also many other state parks and recreation areas throughout Utah. Visit their websites for locations and access to Utah’s many natural wonders.


The population of Utah is concentrated along the Wasatch Front. Utah’s total population as of July 2019 is 3,221,610, with the Wasatch Front having 76 percent, or 2,448,424 people. Utah’s total number of people per square mile is 33.6. Even if this sounds like a lot of people, remember that this leaves only 3.2 people per square mile throughout the rest of the state. This makes for uncrowded rockhounding, but when you are out in the boondocks, you had better take your lunch and have a full tank of gas.


Topography


Utah is divided into two approximately equal sections by a mountainous spine that stretches from north to south. The northern portion of the spine, the Wasatch Range, runs from the Idaho border to 11,877-foot Mount Nebo near the town of Nephi. From there southward, the spine consists of a series of high plateaus. While the rocky spine divides Utah into two sections, the state actually comprises three rather distinct regions. To the west of the spine, the land is a part of the Great Basin. Over this huge area, rockhounds can find a variety of obsidian, topaz, trilobites, agate, and jasper and mineral specimens around the old mines.


The eastern half of the state is divided into two primary parts. The first is the mountainous region in the northeast where the Uinta Mountains stretch eastward from the Wasatch Range to Dinosaur National Monument on the Colorado border and north to Wyoming. It is in this corner of the state that the black and red horn corals are found. Here too are mineral specimens and some agate and jasper. It is on the Colorado Plateau (which covers the area from the Uintas south to Arizona and from the mountainous central spine east to Colorado) that rockhounding takes on its true meaning. This vast rainbow-hued land of high plateaus and deep canyons reaching to the horizon must have been created with rockhounds in mind. Here you’ll find agates and jaspers in myriad colors, petrified wood that rivals the colors of those in Arizona’s world-famous Petrified Forest, coprolites (fossilized excrement of dinosaurs), Moqui marbles (strange little sand-filled iron concretions), and a variety of invertebrate fossils.


A Word about the Weather


Utah is the second-driest state in the Union. Only Nevada can claim less annual precipitation. Just how this will affect you, however, depends on the season and the part of the state where you find yourself. Utah’s position on the planet gives it four seasons of approximately equal length. Summer lasts from the end of June until the end of September. Fall runs from the end of September until the end of December. Winter fills the gap until the end of March, and spring lasts until the end of June. July’s average temperature is 88.9°F; January’s low is 12.6°F.



[image: A rainy day can bring sudden waterfalls in the desert.]



A rainy day can bring sudden waterfalls in the desert.


These dates are of course approximate, but they aid in planning trips. In winter, for example, snow covers most of the state at any given time. This too is subject to the whims of Mother Nature. Utah’s annual snow fall is 56.7 inches. We have spent Christmas on the Wasatch Front when the weather was more like Southern California than Utah. And we have spent Easter here when it was more like the North Pole. Winter, in general, is not a good time for rockhounding in Utah, but if it is your only chance, make sure you inquire about the weather conditions—and keep your fingers crossed. If you go to the south and west in winter, you might be able to find a piece of agate peeking up through the snow. It will be so cold that it won’t be able to run very fast.


Spring is usually a good time for rockhounding, but rain is occasionally a problem. Utah’s annual rainfall is 14.7 inches. Sometimes this seems to happen all on the same day if you are out in the desert. Many of the dirt roads can become impassable mud holes, and wandering around in rain and mud takes much of the thrill out of the hunt. Again, check ahead for the weather conditions. It is also a good idea to check locally for flash flood conditions. Remember, the road where you are may be dry and the weather may even be sunny, but between where you are and where you want to be, there may be a washout caused by a flash flood that started high in the mountains far away. We were in Moab one day in 2012 and drove to a site on dry roads, but when we came back the road was covered by a large stream. After four hours we were finally able to get back to dry ground.


Summer is often the only time many of us can get away for a rockhounding trip. Fortunately, all of Utah is good rockhounding country in summer. The southern and far western desert areas can get uncomfortably warm, but they are not like the Mojave. Just observe the precautions listed in the “Have a Safe Trip” section and you will be fine.


Well, if I counted right, this leaves only the fall. In case you haven’t guessed by now, fall is my favorite time of year for rockhounding. There are several reasons for this. First, the temperatures are brisk and invigorating. Second, the summer rains have all but gone and the snow has not yet arrived. Third, the fall colors in Utah are spectacular, so you can combine your rockhounding with sightseeing and photography.


Your season may be dictated by vacation time, job demands, and a host of other things. Rest assured, however, that whenever you head for Utah for a rockhounding adventure, you will not be disappointed. All the superlatives fit this beautiful state, so pack the truck, trailer, or car; grab the kids; and load up the bags and hammers. It’s time to head for Utah!
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