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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—regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


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 64 South Main Street, Essex, CT 06426.


Thanks for your input!
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INTRODUCTION

I thought writing a guidebook about the state I live in was an honor, but now that I’ve gotten to write a guidebook for my home state—the place where I fell in love with rockhounding—I can’t even put it into words. Washington proved to be a tough mistress when it came to giving up her gems and minerals. She locked me out of a lot of places, and it was difficult to find accessible sites in the great state where I was born in. In no way is this book complete, but it never could be.


I still believe that rockhounds should share their knowledge of the hobby with one another. Keeping one another informed and updated about old and new sites is a vital element to keeping our hobby a rolling stone. Remember, most of these sites are on public land and we, the people, should all have an opportunity to equally enjoy our great mineral-rich lands. We are rockhounds after all, not gold miners (wink), and we should always be willing to share our experiences and collecting localities with other rockhounds. You don’t necessarily have to hold someone’s hand and lead them to a pit, but some directions on a map and some suggestive guidance can really encourage the rockhounding spirit. Share what you find and you will be rewarded with the same.


I have personally visited and collected at every site mentioned in this book. Many sites had to be removed from the original edition. A lot of land has changed hands around Washington, and many sites are no longer accessible. It’s quite the shame, as they were very good sites to rockhound and find excellent material.


For my Oregon book, I listed some road stats, such as miles driven, milk-shakes drank, and waypoints taken. This round I didn’t keep track of that stuff as much. Washington also does not have as many random places in the high desert to get milkshakes. I did notice, however, that in northeastern Washington, people really seem to like soup to go. We kept seeing it advertised at gas stations and convenience stores. What’s up with that, northeast Washington? I believe, though, that I drove more miles for Washington than I did Oregon. I also blew far fewer tires in Washington. I will say Oregon seems to have more milkshakes in the middle of nowhere, perfect for a hot day.


This book can be used in a variety of ways. First and foremost, you can use the sites to plan the ultimate Washington rockhounding adventure. Some people, including myself, have used guidebooks like this as a personal site checklist. I write notes all over my books; I add my own GPS coordinates, correct typos of mileage, and add any information I may need to remember about a particular site or material. I hope you do the same with this book and use it as a tool to expand your own reference of Washington. My favorite copies of my books are the ones that are falling apart from use, written all over, and full of sticky notes. It makes me so happy to see people using the information and getting out there.


Washington Rockhounding
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Still the best rock shop in Washington



Washington is host to a wealth of rocks, gems, and minerals. From the hot high desert in the east to the chilly Pacific Ocean in the west, Washington has a lot to offer the Northwestern rockhound. As I mentioned before, Washington was a harsh mistress. Finding accessible land can be difficult, to say the least. I’ve noticed that Washington rockhounds, not all but some, seem to be much more tight-lipped about their digging sites. With limited access, I can understand why. I’m curious which site or sites in this book will upset someone because I gave away their “secret spot.” I can understand. Garret Romaine put my secret spot, Short Beach, in his update to Gem Trails of Oregon. I tried very hard to have different beaches listed in my book versus his, but sug nub-bits, Short Beach is my beach, so I had to put it in Rockhounding Oregon. Now I have so many people who are mad at me for giving away their secret spot too. Ah, the life of a guidebook author.


In the process of writing this book, I got to collect a few new minerals that I have never found before. Before this book I had never collected hematite, stilpnomelane, chrysoprase, or blue beryl. I am glad to have some minerals checked off the old list. As much as I love collecting agates, it sure was fun to change things up a bit.


Participating in a rock club can be an excellent way to learn more about the hobby, to work with hard-to-get lapidary equipment, and to meet a lot of other people with rocks in their heads just like you. Joining a rock club can also be a great way to gain access to lands that are not generally open to rock-hounds. The Washington State Mineral Council hosts multiple rockhounding trips throughout the year, and they quite often get access to collecting sites the general public just can’t go to.


Officially Washington

State Gem—Petrified Wood

Yes, the official Washington state gem is a fossil. I’m very surprised it wasn’t elected the “state rock” and Ellensburg blue agate elected “state gem.” The agate everyone is so crazy over got nothing. Even so, Washington is host to several petrified forests. Ginkgo Petrified Forest is one of the better-known ones and even has a museum and nature walk. You cannot collect there, but places where you can are located nearby. Petrified wood was designated the state gem in 1975.

State Fossil—Columbia Mammoth

The students of Windsor Elementary School can be thanked for our extinct-pachyderm state mascot. They fought for four years to finally have it designated “state fossil” in 1998. The mammoths roamed the North American continent during the Pleistocene age. Fossilized remains of the Columbian mammoths have been found in the Olympic Peninsula. The collecting of vertebrate fossils is prohibited on public land, so you’re not likely going to add one to your collection. You can, however, collect metasequoia fossils, the Oregon state fossil, at many Washington fossil localities.
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Banded agate found at Iron Springs



Collecting Regulations

Minerals

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM), United States Forest Service, and the Department of Natural Resources consider amateur rockhounding an outdoor recreation. Just like fishing and other outdoor activities approved on public lands, rockhounding is not without its rules and regulations. Recreational noncommercial collecting is allowed using hand tools only.


There are a few rockhounding sites located on public lands that are close to Wilderness Study Areas or Wilderness Areas. While on BLM land, you are allowed to dig holes. When on wilderness land, rockhounding is limited to surface collection only, with digging off-limits. In 2012 the BLM put restrictions on beach agate collecting, limiting all beach collecting to a one-gallon bucket-full per day, but not to exceed three gallons per year.


Petrified Wood

The collection of petrified wood is allowed on public land. A federal law passed in 1962 states that rockhounds are limited to collecting 25 pounds plus one piece per day, but not to exceed 250 pounds per person per year. People may not pool their limits together to obtain pieces weighing over 250 pounds. The removal of petrified wood weighing over 250 pounds may only be done with a permit.


Fossils

Common invertebrate and plant fossils (such as snail, clam, and leaf fossils) may be collected on public lands for noncommercial personal use. The collection of any vertebrate fossils or other paleontological resources is prohibited without a permit. Paleontological Resources Preservation under the Omnibus Public Lands Act of 2009 defines a paleontological resource as “any fossilized remains, traces, or imprints of organisms, preserved in or on the earth’s crust that are of paleontological interest and provide information about the history of life on earth.” A paleontological resource permit is required to collect pale-ontological resources of scientific interest. Anything collected with a permit will remain the property of the United States and will be preserved for the public for scientific research and education.

Artifacts
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NW Rockhound Logon Appleyard busting open some rock at Walker Valley
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All historic and prehistoric remains on public land are protected by law. This includes but is not limited to arrowheads, points, feathers, whole or broken pots, stone tools, basketry, and even old bottles. Artifacts were first protected under the Preservation of American Antiquities Act of 1906. The Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 and the Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979 later added even more laws protecting these artifacts. The excavation, destruction, vandalism, or removal of archaeological resources (historic and prehistoric) from public lands is punishable by law.


Tools and Supplies

The most important tool you will use on every single rockhounding trip is your brain. Be safe, be smart, be aware, and be very prepared. Know your physical limits before traversing the terrain. Be aware of your surroundings and any obstacles they may contain, be it crumbling terrain, fast river currents, or any potentially dangerous local flora and fauna, such as poison oak or rattlesnakes. There’s an area in Washington nicknamed “Dead Rockhound Gulch.” Many people have died there over the years because they were not using common sense. They collected in an unsafe area and paid the ultimate price, just to collect quartz crystals. No rock is ever worth losing your life over. Use good judgment when collecting at any site.


Now that the serious part is over, let’s get to the fun stuff: tools!


Like my Papa always says, you need the right tool for the job. Being a hardware store owner, he knows a thing or two about the subject. Rock-hounding is no exception! Be prepared for the task at hand. To begin, there is a huge difference between a rock hammer and a carpenter’s hammer. Rock hammers and geology picks are tempered to withstand repeated heavy blows to hard rock. Carpenter hammers are designed for nails and can easily splinter or break, causing great bodily injury when used on rocks. Do not use them for rockhounding at any cost. The best rock hammers and picks are made from a solid piece of steel, versus hammers with the head and neck being composed of different materials. My personal favorite rock hammers are made by Est-wing. Rockhounds and masons have trusted this brand’s durability and design for decades.


Geology picks are probably the most useful and recognizable tool of the rockhound. With one blunt end and the other pointed, a geology pick can be used to hammer, pick, and pry material out of the ground or host rock. They can come in many lengths and weights. Find which size works best for you. Being 6'4", I like the E3-23LP by Estwing, as the handle is a bit longer than the others. Find a model that works best for you.


The next tool most used by rockhounds is a sledgehammer. They are used to bust open rock and to pound chisels and gads into cracks in host rock. Sledgehammers start at three pounds and work their way up to sixteen pounds. Like choosing a geology pick, find the size and weight of sledgehammer that works best for your needs.


For breaking up large pieces of rock, such as basalt, and exposing pockets of minerals within, chisels, gads, star drills, wedges, and pry bars are essential. Chisels are hand tools with a flat end; gads are the same, but with a pointed end; star drills have a star-shaped end. All are struck with a hammer or sledge to split the rock open. Miners digging geodes at Walker Valley in Washington have come up with some ingenious wedges used for cleaving large pieces of basalt. Truck springs have been cut and filed into a wedge shape. They call these basalt splitters “Walker Valley Wedges.” Pry bars are used to move material or pop it out of the host rock. They can range from a foot and a half to several feet in length. Paint scrapers are used to split and expose layers of shale when hunting for fossils.


If digging is the chosen method of attack at the site, an array of shovels and trowels is necessary. Both spade and flathead shovels are useful depending on the site. Small folding shovels and garden trowels are good excavators when working in tight spaces. I’ve always had a personal connection with shovels. I love to dig holes and take great pride in doing it well. Jessica Shenk of the Spectrum Sunstone Mine and High Desert Minerals once complimented Kelley Harmon and me on the cleanest and neatest hole she’s ever seen dug at the mine. High five! I also once got this compliment from my father, and I will neither confirm nor deny that I cried a little.


Picks are another essential tool needed when digging a hole. They tear up tough dirt and make shoveling it out a heck of a lot easier. Estwing makes a fantastic pick called the Paleo Pick, and I love it. That little thing can really tear up some dirt. Common mining picks and awls work great too.


Always wear eye protection when wielding tools. Protect your hands with a well-fitting pair of gloves, and consider wearing a handkerchief over your face when dust or flying rock chips are present. Screens are useful for the collection of some material, such as sunstones and smaller material at some sites such as Hampton Butte. You can find them in some rock shops, prospecting stores, and online. I prefer to make my own and have a collection of screens in various sizes for various purposes.


Spray bottles, a bucket of water, and an old toothbrush or nail brush are great to have around for washing off stubbornly sticky dirt to better judge material. Wetting down some minerals, especially silicates such as agate and jasper, can also give you an idea of what they will look like when they’re polished.


Something in which to carry and store the treasures you find is very important as well. Fossils need special consideration; initially wrapping them in paper towels or newspaper will protect them on the trip home, as much of the material is rather fragile. Keep a box of freezer bags and a permanent marker with your supplies. The bags are great for storing your smaller finds and to keep material from different sites separated. The Sharpie comes in handy for labeling. Sometimes after a long rockhounding trip, you can forget which rocks came from which site. A small bucket, backpack, or shoulder bag is fine when collecting beach agates and other small float material. When the material starts to get big, the tried-and-true classic way to carry and store minerals is the plastic five-gallon bucket. A lot of rockhounds have a huge amount of five-gallon buckets sitting around filled with material, and I am no exception. I’m constantly on the hunt for more buckets; I never seem to have enough. There is now a golf-style caddie with wheels that holds a five-gallon bucket. Another good method for carrying heavy rocks is a sturdy metal-frame backpack. Tony Funk of idahorockshop.com swears by this method, and that man moves a lot of rocks.


How to Use This Book

The site descriptions in this book will let you know what to expect during your visit. The following specifications are listed for each site.


Land type: A brief description of the terrain you can expect to be in at the digging site. West of the Cascades is mostly forested. East of the Cascades is mostly high desert sagebrush with some pockets of forest.


County: What county the digging site is in.


GPS: Lists the GPS coordinates of the particular site or sites. I used a plethora of devices to take my readings and then checked them on Google Maps for accuracy. Google Earth can also be a good resource for researching the terrain of a site you intend to visit.


Best season: The weather can ultimately determine the outcome of any rockhounding trip. One thing for certain in Washington is that it is going to rain. Even in the summer, it rains. While rain and storms make for great beach collecting, it turns eastern Washington roads into a nasty gumbo that even the best 4WD vehicles can get stuck in. Always check weather reports before heading out on any rockhounding trip. No matter what the local meteorologist predicts, be prepared for any type of weather. It’s been said that if you don’t like the weather in Washington, wait 10 minutes—conditions can change quickly.


Certain times of the year better lend themselves to the type of rock-hounding you will be doing. For instance, late summer is best for river and creek collecting, as the water is low, exposing more gravel bars. Knowing when to be in a particular area greatly increases your chances of success finding material.


Land manager: It’s very important to know what land you’re planning to collect on. Always check with the land manager for the status of each site before you visit. Collecting rules, regulations, and land access are always subject to change. Always contact the land manager before dedicating a long drive to a site that may have changed hands or may be unexpectedly inaccessible due to snow, rain, landslides, wildfires, and so forth. This can change at a moment’s notice. Two months after Rockhounding Oregon was released, things changed, and now I’m going to have to yank two or three sites when I update the book.


Material: This section lists what types of rocks, gems, and minerals you can expect to find when visiting the site. Material is generally listed from most to least abundant. More detailed descriptions will be found in the “Rock-hounding” section of each site.


Tools: This section will help guide you to which tools you will need to bring for success. Sometimes many tools are listed for a site, depending on what you’re looking to remove. I personally never go out without being armed with a plethora of tools and accessories for those just-in-case moments.


When exploring, you can run into materials that need a completely different set of tools to collect. I’ve often found myself in the middle of the high desert wishing for a tool I left at home in the basement. On that note, I have also made it home realizing I left my favorite pick 400 miles away in the high desert. I now spray-paint some of my tools with bright fluorescent colors—purple is my favorite—to make them noticeable in the dirt, reminding me to pick them up before I leave.


Vehicle: Recommends the type of vehicle you will need to gain access to a site. You can bring a minivan packed with the whole family and the dogs to some places, while others absolutely require high-clearance 4WD to get anywhere near the site. Don’t exaggerate your vehicle’s capabilities. Be fully practiced in driving your vehicle both forward and backward. Washington has some very remote collecting sites where you don’t want to get stuck because you decided to push the limits with your vehicle. Take it from Ol’ Uncle Lars because I have, and it got me into some dangerous situations.


Accommodations: Lets you know if camping or lodging is available in the area. Most sites open for collecting are on BLM land, which is generally open for primitive camping, and many sites have camping on-site. Many sites nearby may have nicely developed camping facilities available and others will be dry or primitive. Several Falcon Guides as well as many publications and online forums are dedicated to Washington camping and can be a great resource for finding that perfect spot to stay.


Special attractions: Listed are mostly sites of geologic, scenic, or historic interest. Take some time to stop at vistas, points of interest, and historical markers. Bringing along guidebooks such as Hiking Hot Springs in the Pacific Northwest and Roadside Geology of Washington can add other fantastic places to visit and a better knowledge of the state on your travels.


Finding the site: In this section you will find detailed directions to the digging sites or sites in an area. I used Google Maps for directions, and it seems to be pretty accurate. Every vehicle reads mileage just a little bit differently, so don’t get all bent out of shape over a tenth of a mile or two. I tried to list all mileposts, mines, signs, and other pertinent landmarks to help you find the way. Remember that roads are always subject to change and/or closure. Always check with the land manager for current road status. Signs can sometimes be hidden by vegetation, stolen, damaged, worn, in disrepair, or vandalized to the point you could use the sign itself to screen rocks. I’ve noticed people seem to love to shoot signs out in the middle of nowhere.


Rockhounding: This section goes into more detail about what you can expect to find at a particular site, how to dig it, and anything else you should know about a site or the area you’re in. Though not a focus, any recommendations for nearby gold panning may also be also found in this section. With the exceptions of Rock ‘N’ Tomahawk Ranch and Timberwolf Mountain, I visited every site in this book and more. While researching, I found that much information in other guidebooks and websites had changed, even within the four or five years of their publication. I tried to keep information as up-to-date as possible. Like any other resource, the information found in this book is subject to change and it likely will. Again, always check with the land manager on the status of any site.
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	State Highway
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	Local Road
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	State Line
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	State Forest/Wildlife Area/Monument
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	National Park/Forest/Wilderness
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	Rockhounding Site
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ROCKHOUNDING SITES
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The beginning of it all









1 Puget Sound
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At Grandma’s house, strolling the beach where I first discovered rockhounding
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Land type: Sound shorelines

County: Multiple

GPS: Site A: N48 8.543' / W122 46.927', 3 ft. (North Beach Park); Site B: N47 21.678' / W123 9.351', 3 ft. (Potlatch State Park); Site C: N47 39.646' / W122 25.972', 3 ft. (West Point Lighthouse Beach); Site D: N47 55.608' / W122 36.940', 4 ft.; Site E: N47 58.912' / W122 30.849', 4 ft. (Double Bluff Beach); Site F: N48 25.315' / W122 39.650', 11 ft. (Rosario Beach); Site G: N48 25.108' / W122 39.7412', 7 ft. (North Beach); Site H: N48 46.358' / W122 31.955', 2.5 ft. (Locust Beach)

Best season: Any

Land manager: Multiple

Material: Quartzite, quartz, jasper, agate, chalcedony, petrified wood, epidote, granite, banded gneiss, jade, serpentine, conglomerates, zeolites, fossils, and sea glass

Tools: Gem scoop

Vehicle: Any

Accommodations: Yes and no; depends on where you are

Special attractions: The Puget Sound is the attraction.

Finding the site: Google Maps or Waze is your friend here.



Sites 1-2
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ROCKHOUNDING


I really could have stuffed this book full of beach after beach found on the Puget Sound. While that helps plump up the book, I really don’t like repeating myself, and I’m sure you don’t want to read the same information over and over again either. In this chapter I lumped together eight of my favorite places to visit when traveling near the Puget Sound. The sound has 1,332 miles of shoreline. There is a lot of rocky shoreline in all those miles, and I’m sure you’ll find your favorite place too. Keep in mind that Washington has private beaches. Even though I was born in Washington and my rockhounding roots started on a private Puget Sound beach, having lived in Oregon for so long, private beaches don’t make sense to me anymore. They should belong to the people. That being said, respect any private property signs you may encounter.

When it comes to gravel on the Puget Sound, it can be said that all the beaches are the same, yet all the beaches are unique. What I mean by this is there is a lot of common gravel found in the sound that was ushered in from elsewhere. Rocks from Alaska, Canada, Idaho, and Montana have been found in the gravels. When it comes to locally sourced material, some beaches may have more of one thing than another. For example, rocky beaches found near the mouths of jade-producing rivers such as the Skagit will likely have more jade to be found. Potlatch State Park is just north of the mouth of the Skokomish River. The Skokomish is known for its red jaspers, and that material can be found in abundance at the state park. This all being said, you may find jade and jasper on any beach that was brought in via glaciers and floods from Canada or other places. So much can be collected on the Puget Sound, it’s almost impossible to list it all.

As I’ve mentioned many times, I got my start rockhounding at my grandmother’s house on a Puget Sound beach when I was 4 years old. I used to call her Grandma Beach because of where she lived. My grandmother, who lived next to cows, was not so fond of the moniker I gave her as a young child. I still look for agates on that very same beach to this day. I think this is why I absolutely feel right at home walking gravels next to bodies of water. I don’t always find anything material at Grandma’s Beach, but I always find myself. With the many options for beachcombing on the sound, I truly hope you find your beach that you return to year after year.
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