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  Rockhounding California




  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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  Preface




  The object of this guide is to provide rockhounds with as much up-to-date information as possible to enable them to collect the many interesting gem and mineral treasures that abound in California.




  Many of the gem and mineral guides for California are years, sometimes decades, out of date. Legislation continually changes land status and access to areas in California. New roads have been built, altering directions and mileages to many collecting sites.




  In most cases the author has visited the sites listed to check on mileages, status, and availability of collecting material. Several sites were suggested by friends of the author who also enjoy a weekend of rockhounding and have their favorite collecting spots.
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  Most rockhounds have a diverse collection of hammers and picks at their disposal. PHOTO BY GARRET ROMAINE




  The information in this guide is presented so that rockhounds and mineral collectors, whether new to the hobby or veterans, will be able to find interesting gems and minerals for their collections and lapidary projects.




  By no means does this guide list all the mineral or collecting sites in California. It does list accessible sites the author has enjoyed visiting. These sites also contain a diversity of gem and mineral material. Some sites are included because they are old favorites among rockhounds and are traditional weekend camping and gathering spots. Some were discovered by the author.




  Commercial mines are not listed in the site write-ups, as they are not generally accessible to rockhounds. A few that allow occasional collecting are listed under Rockhound Access to Commercial Mines.




  Also listed are published sources used in the writing of this guide or which the author feels may be of interest to those who would like more information about rockhounding.




  Lastly, this book is dedicated to all rockhounds past, present, and future and to the enjoyable hobby of rockhounding. May it continue!




  Introduction




  California! Land of earthquakes and wind-driven wildfires, scorching deserts, wave-washed beaches, and breathtaking mountain vistas. If any one word could best describe the state of California, that word would be variety. California has something to offer everyone.




  Several friendly arguments exist on how California received its name. One favorite is that the name is taken from the words kali, meaning “high,” and forno, meaning “hills.” Another argument states that the name comes from the Latin calida fornax, which translates to “hot furnace.” Still another theory maintains that the Indian word tchalifalni-al, roughly meaning “the sandy land against the water,” is the true source of California’s name. While all these arguments seem plausible enough, the last one appears most reasonable because California has a mostly temperate climate and more than 1,200 miles of coastline.




  The name “California” often evokes historic gold rush days and images of crusty, sourdough miners. Gold is, not surprisingly, the state mineral and is still avidly sought on weekends by recreational gold prospectors.




  The California poppy, the golden-hued state flower, brightly adorns the hillsides in early spring. The endearing California valley quail, with its curious topknot and white facial markings, is the state bird. Benitoite, a rare, transparent blue crystal found only in California, is the state gemstone.




  Although known mostly for its history of gold production, California also yields a wide variety of other valuable mineral commodities. Ghost towns and abandoned mines testify to a rich history of precious metals mining, not only of gold but also copper and silver.




  Modern-day mines, some still producing gold, also extract other ores and minerals, such as iron, lead, tungsten, zinc, quicksilver, talc, chromite, and borate minerals.




  California is truly a mineralogical wonderland and a virtual haven for rock and gem collectors. Practically every known mineral exists in some quantity somewhere in California.




  The Landscape




  No single type of terrain can best represent California’s geographic and geologic diversity. The state’s total landmass is 158,297 square miles.




  Moving from the central and southeastern edge of California, westward toward the mighty Pacific Ocean, we first encounter deserts at the southern end and up into the central portion of the state. These are the Mojave and Colorado Deserts and the infamous Death Valley.
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  Desert flora. PHOTO BY GARRET ROMAINE




  Transverse mountain ranges, so named because they lie contrary to the prevailing northwesterly fabric of the state’s landmass, create a barrier to coastal moisture, resulting in these thirsty but austerely beautiful and mineral-rich desert regions.




  The northern portion of the state, from a northeastern starting point along the state’s border with Nevada and again moving westward toward the sea, consists mostly of sage-covered flatlands and hills giving way to pine-sheathed mountains and rolling, oak-covered hills.




  California has forty-one peaks higher than 10,000 feet, the tallest being Mount Whitney at 14,496 feet. The Central Valley, totaling approximately one-fifth of the state’s landmass, consists of farms and cultivated land and has little in the way of mineral values.




  California can be divided into four basic types of terrain: coastal beaches, alpine mountain or oak-covered hills, inland deserts, and sage-covered flats. Along the 1,200 miles of coast, watchful beachcombers can find tide-washed jade, agate, abalone, and fossilized whalebone. Mountains and oaken-hill regions yield gold, clear and smoky quartz crystals, copper minerals, jade, serpentine, agate, petrified wood, and obsidian. Sage flats and inland areas offer amethyst, obsidian, marble, agate, and fossils. Deserts—often the richest sources of collecting material—yield fossils, agate, geodes, garnet, fire agate, jasper, copper minerals, gold, fluorite, translucent common opal, onyx, turquoise, and more!




  Wintertime weather extremes range from below freezing in mountain and desert areas to greater than 120 degrees Fahrenheit in the deserts during summer. Otherwise temperatures are generally moderate statewide. Rainfall can vary from 80 inches in northern coastal regions to nary a drop in the deserts. The mountains average 1 to 8 feet of snow, depending on the location.




  Coastal and inland foothills are covered with oak trees and wild oats and in spring are blanketed with California poppy, yellow mustard plant, and purple lupine. The mountains are forested with a variety of conifers and wild ferns, while blackberry brambles, poison oak, and poison ivy are found near creeks and streams. Desert vistas are adorned with the potentially painful cholla cactus (sometimes called jumping cactus), beavertail and barrel cactus, wide expanses of creosote bush, ephedra (Mormon tea), and mallow. Desert washes are silhouetted with mesquite trees, palo verde, and lavender-gray smoke trees.




  The geology of the state consists of some of the oldest rocks on Earth. Portions of the San Gabriel Mountain Range in southern California have been dated to 1.7 billion years old.




  California’s geologic variety is the result of an assortment of processes. Rocks forming the geology of the state have been the product of volcanic, sedimentary, and metamorphic mechanisms. Other ongoing processes continue to etch and chisel the landscape, such as weathering by wind and water. Cycles of drought, alternating with mud flows and landslides caused by prolific rainfall, wildfires, and earthquakes, continue to change and sculpt the landscape in dramatic ways. All have served to form and fashion California into a geologic wonderland. As a result of these many dynamic processes, a great abundance of mineral and gem material awaits the eager rockhound.




  The majority of rockhound collecting sites are on government lands managed by the USDA Forest Service or Bureau of Land Management (BLM). A few of these areas are designated as Wilderness Areas, meaning land use is strictly limited to entry by non-motorized vehicles, such as by foot or horseback. Areas so designated carry penalties for removal of any animal or plant species, as well as mineral or relic items. While surface collecting is allowed in Wilderness Areas, BLM collecting rules must be followed as to limits and methods. Generally, no more than a backpack full of material may be carried out using hand tools only. The exception is petrified wood, which is limited to 25 pounds per day and no more than 250 pounds per year plus one large piece so as to avoid breaking a large specimen. Although large tracts of land have been set aside as Wilderness Areas, a great many collecting areas abound throughout the state, offering the rockhound a smorgasbord of sites to choose from.
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  Mechanical panning machines make cleaning up concentrates easy. PHOTO BY GARRET ROMAINE




  Phone numbers for the primary BLM stations overseeing the southern California area are:




  Needles: (760) 326-7000




  Ridgecrest: (760) 384-5400




  Barstow: (760) 252-6000




  El Centro: (760) 337-4400




  Palm Springs–South Coast: (760) 251-4800




  Or go to www.BLM.gov/ca for more details and other California BLM ranger stations.




  Note that there are many ongoing efforts to create new Wilderness Areas or closing areas entirely. Be sure to contact the appropriate BLM office for current status.




  Because many collecting sites encompass wide areas, the GPS coordinates provided will not necessarily place you at the exact site, but will get you to the general location.




  Earthquake Country




  Earth’s outer mantle, called the lithosphere, is about 60 miles thick. The lithosphere is broken into approximately twelve great plates that ride upon a partially molten layer of rock called the asthenosphere. The plates move and flow slowly in different directions upon the asthenosphere. Plates may slide past one another, pull away from one another, or collide, usually with one plate subducting below the other. Subduction of one plate below another usually results in volcanic activity along the overriding plate, as happens in the northern section of California extending upward into Alaska. Mount Lassen, in northern California, is the southernmost active volcano along this type of subduction zone.




  Two of the approximately twelve great plates, the Pacific and North American plates, meet and grind past each other in California, creating the right-lateral fault known as the San Andreas.




  The San Andreas Fault cuts through the southern portion and partway into the northern portion of the state. The Pacific and North American plates slip past each another at an average rate of about 2 inches per year, causing minor to moderate earthquake activity along various segments of its length from time to time.




  During the great San Francisco earthquake of 1906, the Pacific Plate slid an impressive and monumentally destructive 20 feet in a northward direction past the North American Plate.




  Frequent fault slippage along the San Andreas and hundreds of other smaller faults has made “California” synonymous with “earthquake.” Yet it is only fair to note that California is just one of thirty-nine states in the Union known to have active earthquake faults.




  Are earthquakes of major concern to mineral collectors and rockhounds visiting the state? Of course not (says this native Californian). Although California is famous for earthquakes, very few actually occur on a day-today basis, and most are of such low magnitude as to be unnoticeable. Besides, the safest place to be during earthquakes is away from the cities and in the countryside—say, for instance, on a rockhounding trip!
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