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INTRODUCTION

Does the idea of trekking through the mountains to find gold give you a thrill? Maybe you’re fascinated by the story held in a fossilized nautilus shell thousands of years old, or eager to share a quartz that you dug out of the ground yourself. Natural treasures are hidden all around, and Rockhounding for Beginners is here to help you understand exactly where (and how) to look for them!

Rockhounding is the act of searching for and collecting different rocks and minerals. In the pages that follow, you’ll uncover the rich history of this activity and why it’s a favorite pastime today. You’ll also explore safety tips and the different tools and equipment every smart rockhound has on hand. Then you’ll dig deeper into where to look and what exactly to look for, whether you’re hunting down gems in a mountain region or fossils along an ocean shoreline. Think of it as your crash course in all things rockhounding.

In Part 2, you’ll find profiles for 150 popular rocks, minerals, mineraloids, and fossils. From color patterns and crystal shapes to North American locations, these profiles have all the information a rockhound needs to make the most of their time in the field. Each profile includes a photo of the rock, mineral, mineraloid, or fossil before it’s been processed, which will make identifying fresh finds a breeze. You’ll also discover helpful tips for collecting, cleaning, prepping, and showing off your prizes.

Maybe it’s the idea of searching for buried treasure that first drew you to this hobby. Or you are inspired by the fun challenge of collecting as many different specimens as you can. Whatever your interest, this book has everything you need to find, unearth, and process rocks and minerals like a seasoned rockhound. It’s time to seize the adventures waiting just outside your door!







PART 1 How to Rockhound







Where do you look for different rocks and minerals/mineraloids? What supplies should you take with you when rockhounding? How do you clean and store your finds? From hunting for a certain fossil or gem to readying it for display or wearable treasure, there is a lot more to rockhounding than meets the eye. All of these questions may have you feeling unsure of where to start.

Part 1 is here to help! In the chapters that follow, you’ll find everything you need to know to get started in the great hobby that is rockhounding. You’ll explore how rocks, minerals, and more play into human history and how they have developed for the modern collector. Next, you’ll learn about the tools and other equipment every good rockhound has on hand. Once you’ve got your rockhounding tool kit ready, you’ll discover where to look and just what to look for. And locating the different rocks and minerals is just half the fun! After you’ve uncovered the where of rockhounding, you’ll journey through the process of cleaning, prepping, storing, and displaying your finds. Are you ready to begin your quest for the mineralogical treasures hidden right outside your door? Let’s dig in.





Chapter 1 THE BASICS OF ROCKHOUNDING


Rockhounding is more than just a fun pastime. It’s a practice that goes as far back as recorded history! The earliest civilizations in the world hunted for rocks and minerals, using them to craft everything from weapons to makeup. In this chapter, you’ll learn more about the rich past of rockhounding, as well as how that history has shaped modern practices in finding and utilizing earth’s hidden treasures. You’ll also explore the different reasons why rockhounding is a favorite hobby today—including what may have inspired you to learn more. Be warned: Rockhounding can be addictive. You may just want to spend all of your free time out digging for gems.







A Brief History of Rockhounding

People have picked up and coveted rocks and minerals—and the different gems and fossils found within them—since the beginning of time. Who wouldn’t be intrigued by earth’s natural treasures, from sparkling crystals to useful stones to preserved footprints of animals past?

Archaeologists have discovered mines across the globe where early civilizations collected different rocks and minerals. The oldest known mine to date is estimated to be around forty-three thousand years old. It was a hematite deposit used to make ocher, a red pigment used as a paint and makeup. The mines where lapis lazuli and turquoise are collected today from Afghanistan and Iraq, respectively, are approximately five thousand years old. And Neanderthal sites in Belgium have shown evidence of flint mining as early as 4300 B.C.

Early Uses for Rocks and Minerals

What did these people of years past do with their mined treasures, exactly? While there are countless ways in which rocks and minerals are woven into human history, the most common early uses include making tools; weapons; makeup, jewelry, and other aesthetics; and medicine. The following sections explore each of these uses in more detail.

Tools

The oldest known tools date to around 3.3 million years ago and were discovered in Kenya. These tools, made from knapped rock, are more than 700,000 years older than the stone tools found in Ethiopia that were previously believed to be the oldest in human history. It’s not yet known what these ancient tools were used for.

From there, the history and scope of man-made tools and the different rocks and minerals they were forged from is vast. Artifacts and records left behind show just how innovative early civilizations across the world were with the buried prizes native to their land. By the end of the Stone Age (twelve thousand years ago), flint was commonly mined throughout Europe for its durability in many tools such as axes, as well as its ability to spark flame. In Scandinavia, Vikings (from the eighth to eleventh century) made an early version of an optical lens out of quartz crystal and are believed to have used what is known as Iceland spar, a variety of optical calcite, as a navigational tool on their boats. And obsidian, an extremely sharp mineral (technically a mineraloid, a mineral-like material), has long been used by many cultures to make tools such as knives and scraping utensils used for cleaning animal hides. It was also once the primary material in scalpels used for eye surgery. Some surgeons still use obsidian scalpels today.

Weapons

The practical uses for rocks and minerals didn’t stop with tools. Just as soon as they were developed for harmless uses like cutting and carving wood, they were made into weapons. Sharp obsidian has been popular in blades, arrowheads, and more as far back as the early Stone Age. Flint was also commonly knapped into weapons. And in 2016, researchers discovered that a dagger found in the tomb of the Egyptian King Tutankhamen in 1925 was crafted out of meteorite—mineral fragments from outer space.

Jewelry, Makeup, and Other Ornaments

It didn’t take long for people to realize that there was more to rocks and minerals than just materials for practical tools and weapons. Evidence shows that found specimens have been used for aesthetic purposes such as jewelry, makeup, and more since the beginning of human history.

Beads were one of the first artisanal products of rocks and minerals; the practice of bead drilling dates to around one million years ago. Early Hindu and Buddhist rosaries were made with minerals such as agate and cinnabar. Traditional Japanese beads known as magatamas were first made with materials such as slate and talc before being designed almost exclusively in jade. Garnet was one of the first faceted beads; Egyptian bead makers were cutting, polishing, and drilling the gem by 3100 B.C. Beads were commonly strung together (or individually as early pendants) to make bracelets and necklaces. Archaeological evidence also shows that Stone Age people wore small fossils as decorative pendants.

Ancient innovators also found ways to decorate their skin directly with different minerals. The famous Egyptian black eye makeup kohl was originally made from metal sulfides such as galena, pyrolusite, magnetite, and stibnite. Many of these minerals contain elements that are toxic to humans, and today, “kohl” is made from safe-to-wear synthetic ingredients. Copper minerals such as malachite and chrysocolla were also used by ancient Egyptians as well as by Sumerians to make green makeup.


ROCKHOUND IN THE KNOW

So what exactly is the difference between a rock, a mineral, and a gem? Often these three terms are used interchangeably in rockhounding, but there are some differences between them:

Rock: A rock is a mineral aggregate (combination of minerals) that doesn’t necessarily have a specific chemical composition. There are three types of rock: sedimentary, igneous, and metamorphic.

Mineral: A mineral is a naturally occurring, solid, inorganic, crystalline material with a definite chemical composition. While rocks have three main types, minerals come in thousands of forms.

Gem: A gemstone is any rock or mineral that has both aesthetic and economic value.



Besides their creative makeup, ancient Egyptians were known for using minerals in many ornaments and decorations. For example, the tomb of King Tutankhamen was found filled with not only gold but many gemstone artifacts. The boy king’s solid gold burial mask included inlays of lapis lazuli, obsidian, quartz, carnelian, amazonite, and turquoise. A breastplate was also discovered in the tomb bearing a scarab carving made from a variety of tektite known as Libyan desert glass.

Medicine

Ancient Egyptians also used minerals for medicinal purposes. Malachite and chrysocolla were used to cure ailments such as abdominal or dental issues. The copper powder made from these minerals was also used to clean wounds. Copper has since been proven to have antimicrobial applications. Sometimes gems and minerals were worn as talismans by many peoples worldwide to ward off both physical and spiritual ailments. The early Chinese wore polished jade amulets to assure health and longevity. And in the Baltic region, amber amulets were thought to protect against diseases, while powdered amber was applied to promote healing of wounds and infections. In medieval times in western Europe, sapphire amulets were worn, or powdered sapphire was ingested, to alleviate the discomfort of rheumatism. In early China and medieval Europe, the ingestion of powdered fossils was thought to assure longevity.

Storytelling and Research

Beyond mere ornaments or offering the possibility of a longer life, fossils provide a glimpse into the past that was not lost on early civilizations. Some scholars suggest that the monsters of Greek mythology were inspired by the fossil remains of large prehistoric creatures. And in the early 1800s, curiosity about the origin of fossils inspired the beginning of paleontology—the study of life-forms in bygone geologic eras. Just as amazing to these early rockhounds, collectors, and accidental discoverers as a shiny gem was the preserved footprint of a creature that once roamed the earth.

Rockhounding in North America

When European settlers arrived in North America, they wasted no time finding valuable rocks and minerals to continue in their countless practical and artisanal pursuits. In fact, in the 1960s it was discovered that Viking settlements in Newfoundland (dating back to A.D. 1000) were built near peat bogs containing bog iron, a type of iron ore that forms when rivers carry dissolved particles of iron into wetlands. The Vikings used bog iron to make nails for their ships.

In the 1400s, Italian explorer Christopher Columbus promised the Spanish Crown gold. Of course, while he intended to reach India, his discovery of the islands off North America eventually brought many more Europeans looking for precious metals. Settling in the Eastern US, these early colonists mined for metals that were sent back to England.

Over time, more and more of Canada and the US were colonized, and with this growth came more mining—and more mineralogical discoveries. In 1847, gold was discovered in California, and in 1859, it was discovered in British Columbia, sparking gold rushes that fueled much of the expansion across North America. Many seeking their fortune discovered a continent full of natural wonders along with gold. The rocks, minerals, and fossils found as North America was settled were endless. Everything from useful marble to precious emeralds to proof of dinosaurs was uncovered in the quest for a prosperous life in the New World.

As time went on, these treasures became more than just a way to make a living. By the 1930s, rock and gem clubs started forming around the United States, bringing together people interested in collecting rocks and minerals for many different reasons. Some of these clubs still meet to this day!

New minerals and fossils are still being discovered in North America. In 2018, the most complete skeleton to date of an Enantiornithine bird, one of North America’s largest dinosaur-era birds, was uncovered in the Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument in Utah. And as recently as 2019, a new sapphire deposit was discovered in British Columbia. Only time will tell what new treasures await you out in the field.


Why Rockhounding?

People get into the hobby of rockhounding for just about as many reasons as there are rocks and minerals. Rockhounding is a mostly outdoor activity that is a lot of wholesome (sometimes dirty) fun. If you enjoy being out in nature, rockhounding is likely to be right up your alley.

Some people will plan a whole trip around digging at one or several rockhounding locations. Sometimes it’s added as a detour or complement to a more traditional outdoor activity such as fishing or hunting. Hunters often accidentally discover mineral deposits because they tend to go off trail while tracking game. Others may spend free time looking for rocks while on a destination vacation or during business travels.

Other Interests

Rockhounding can also lead people to other outdoor activities. Some rockhounds will plan their searches in locations that are near hot springs, waterfalls, or other natural wonders, so they can enjoy a relaxing soak, refreshing swim, or other fun experience after digging for specimens.


FROM ONE ROCKHOUND TO ANOTHER

I once visited a thunder egg deposit that was just okay. It was nice to check the site off my list, but the thunder eggs I found were nothing special. However, while digging at the deposit, I noticed that morel mushrooms were growing everywhere. I quickly gave up digging for thunder eggs and picked several pounds of mushrooms that I shared with friends and family later that evening. Now I visit that site mostly to pick mushrooms.



You also can’t help but notice the different animals you see while out in the field, and this has inspired many a rockhound to learn more about animals in their free time. The same things can be said about plants, geology, weather systems, astronomy, petroglyphs, local history, and so much more.

Growing Collections

Rockhounding appeals to collector types. Some people want to get one of every rock, mineral, or gem they can get their hands on. Other collectors specialize in certain minerals such as agate, quartz, or fluorite that can form in a wide array of crystal habits and colors. This type of collecting can also be specific to locations. For example, one fluorite collector might focus on obtaining a specimen from every known fluorite location in North America or even the world. Another fluorite collector could spend a lifetime collecting the various formations and colors that come from one specific mine, region, or country.

The Rockhounding Rush

The thrill of the hunt is what drives some. At first, just finding a site listed in a guidebook is exciting. When you spend time scoping out an area, just knowing you’ve made it to the theoretical (or maybe literal!) X on the map can be exhilarating. Then you get to hunt. In some areas, finding one or two good pieces may be a great day. At other sites, you’ll walk away with full buckets of specimens. Either way, uncovering mineralogical treasures is quite the rush. It feels amazing to unearth something no one else has found.

Final Notes

Rockhounding is a great lesson in patience and enjoying yourself, regardless of whether or not you find the rocks and minerals you are looking for. The patience comes from time spent prospecting and collecting, and the fact that sometimes you might put in a lot of effort for little return.

When you don’t find any specimens, it’s called getting skunked. One of the most important parts of rockhounding is accepting that you’re likely to get skunked every now and then. For that reason, it’s important to appreciate the process, as well as the little opportunities rockhounding has to offer. Just the fresh air and natural sights all around are reasons to feel satisfied with an experience. Don’t give up if you aren’t finding the same quality or amount of material you may see others sharing in clubs or online groups. Like with many other pursuits, you’ll only get better at it with experience. Try to avoid comparing your experiences with those of other rockhounds.


What Do You Want to Collect?

What are you looking to find out there? Dozens of rock types and over five thousand minerals have been found on Earth—and many have different varieties. Thousands of fossils have also been discovered, and new fossil species are being found all the time. In short, you can collect a lot of different rocks, minerals and fossils!


ROCKHOUND IN THE KNOW

What is a fossil, really? A fossil is any preserved remains, impression, or trace of an extinct organism. Fossils are classified as minerals.



When first getting into rockhounding, it’s a good idea to spend time finding a variety of different rocks and minerals. You may discover you love finding them all. You may realize that agates are the most fascinating to you, or that uncovering fossils is your true passion. Dabble a bit in every area to find what suits your interests best.

When you determine what you really like, you can start getting into specific collections. You may spend all of your time collecting just one mineral in its various crystal habits, or one mineral from different sources. Some people find joy in collecting large specimens, while others collect tiny specimens called micromounts. There are people who don’t care what mineral they find as long as it’s heart-shaped. Many only collect material that they can use for lapidary work such as making cabochons or spheres, or faceting. There is no limit to the types of rock and mineral collections you can create.


Safety First

Now that you’ve explored the history and reasons for rockhounding, you’re ready to learn about the tools and equipment you’ll need—almost. Rockhounding is a fun and highly rewarding pastime. That being said, you will want to keep in mind a few key factors as well as precautions to ensure a positive, safe experience.

Weather

Know what weather conditions to expect so you can pack and prepare accordingly. Snow can block the road to a site, so it’s handy to know the snow level at a given location. Heat can make it unsafe to dig for long periods of time, so be prepared to provide yourself some shade, have plenty of water on hand, and build in breaks between digging. I’ve seen people go out to the high desert in the summertime wearing only shorts, thinking a desert is naturally hot, only to find out that the desert can get very cold at night. Rain in certain areas can make it dangerous to drive to a site; you may run the risk of getting stuck in mud or sliding off the road along the way. It’s always best to play it safe.

Animals

North America has a wide variety of animals, and spotting them in the wild is one of the many bonuses to rockhounding. However, some can be dangerous. Even if you’re unlikely to see a dangerous animal, let alone have any sort of problem with one, it helps to be prepared. Be sure to read the following details on specific North American animals and what to do should you encounter them.

Mammals

North America is host to many large predatory mammals, including bears, mountain lions, bobcats, wolves, and coyotes. While these animals tend to stay away from humans, you can never be too careful or prepared. Use proper food-storage techniques, especially in an area known for bear encounters. The scent and accessibility of food can attract these curious animals.

It is always wise to do some research about what kinds of wild animals you may run into in the area you are planning to visit. Look online for common predators and what measures you can take both before your trip and in the event of an encounter.

During your rockhounding adventure, always be aware of your surroundings. It can be easy to get so caught up in what’s on the ground in front of you that you don’t notice a large animal nearby. Most animals will want nothing to do with you but can get very aggressive if they are injured or sick, or if you get too close to their babies. Always stay calm and try to slowly remove yourself from the situation. You may want to consider having a defensive weapon on hand such as bear spray.

Large nonpredatory mammals such as moose, elk, and deer can also be dangerous. It is best to give these animals distance. They are likely more scared of you than you are of them, but they can hurt you if frightened or protecting young. Stick to taking photos from afar.

And while less of a physical threat, vermin such as rats and squirrels can carry diseases such as hantaviruses. Avoid touching rocks or other specimens that have excrement on them, and do not approach any vermin you may encounter.

Reptiles

Venomous snakes can be found all over the continent. The most feared is the cottonmouth, but rattlesnakes and the eastern coral snake are dangerous as well. Keep in mind that many snakes that are not venomous may still lash out if they feel threatened. While rattlesnakes tend to give themselves away with their distinct tails, it helps to know how to identify the different venomous and nonvenomous snakes and how to treat a snakebite by either type. Pack any recommended first aid in case of a bite. Gila monsters and Mexican beaded lizards can be found in the southwestern United States and are also venomous. Look online for more information on what to do in the event of a bite.

Insects

There are plenty of creepy-crawly insects in every corner of North America that can be poisonous, painful, or just downright obnoxious to be around—as many a rockhound can attest.


FROM ONE ROCKHOUND TO ANOTHER

The area around the sunstone mines in Oregon is well known for its fluorescent scorpions. Most of my many trips to the area have been in May or June, when it seems impossible to find even one scorpion. However, one trip I took to the area in September yielded different results. At night, I took a black light around the base of the sagebrush where I had set up camp and found that every single bush had anywhere from four to seven small scorpions under it. Keep in mind these scorpions’ stings aren’t much worse than a beesting, but I still checked my boots thoroughly in the morning.



Many insects only come out at certain times of year, so if you have any phobias or real concerns about them, be sure to schedule your rockhounding adventures accordingly. Regardless, it is always a good idea to bring along bug deterrent, first aid supplies, and any allergy medications needed in the event of a bite or sting. Know whom to call in the event of an emergency such as a venomous spider bite or surprise allergic reaction.

Plants

Many plants across North America can be problematic to the rockhound. Plants such as poison oak, poison ivy, wood nettle, stinging nettle, poison sumac, and ragweed cause minor to severe skin irritations when touched. Brambles, devil’s club, and cacti can all be unpleasant as well. Wear proper clothing if you expect to be poking around near potentially harmful plants. Many plants are also poisonous; never eat anything you find in the wild unless you are one hundred percent sure it is safe.


Tools

There is a proper way to use each implement you bring along to aid in your rockhounding adventures. Know your equipment and how it’s meant to be used to avoid any potential malfunctions or injury. For example, never use a regular carpenter’s hammer to smash rocks. They are not tempered the same as geology hammers and can splinter, sending shards of metal everywhere. More rockhounding tool and equipment specifics are covered in the next chapter.

People

Whether rockhounding close to home or in a more remote location, be aware of your surroundings at all times. You’re not always alone. You may accidentally stumble onto private land or a digging site someone else has claimed. It’s your responsibility to know where you’re standing and to ensure those around you are not a potential danger. Depending on where you choose to dig, you may want to consider bringing along a rockhounding buddy or two as well.

Be Prepared for Anything

Murphy’s Law applies to rockhounding as much as it does to any other aspect of life. Rockhounds share dozens of stories about unexpected things that have happened while out in the field. While many make for a good laugh, others are less pleasant to remember.

At the end of the day, preparation will be your best friend in having a fun, safe rockhounding experience.


FROM ONE ROCKHOUND TO ANOTHER

I was once leading a short rafting trip with a group of rockhounds looking for agate, jasper, and petrified wood. Toward the end of the journey, a friend got out of his raft to pull it to shore. The water was murky, and visibility was none. He ended up cutting his leg on a piece of sharp metal fence post that had made its way into the water. Luckily, we were prepared at camp with plenty of first aid supplies to stop the bleeding before the long drive to the nearest hospital.




Rules and Regulations

The rules and regulations for where you can travel and what you can do in certain areas differ from state to state and from province to province. It’s your responsibility to know what land you are on and the laws pertaining to that land.

Obviously, always stay off private property unless the landowner gives permission. Fortunately, most accessible rockhounding sites are found on public land. In the United States, these lands are run by the county, state, or federal government. Not all public land in the US is available for rockhounding, and collecting is not allowed in some state and county parks, wildlife refuges, national parks, national monuments, tribal lands (if not a member of the tribe), and wilderness lands. Look online or call ahead to ensure you are allowed to rockhound in a chosen location.

In Canada, public land is referred to as Crown land and is administered by the provincial government. The rules for rockhounding on Crown land are similar to those on much of the federal land in the United States. Minerals, rocks, and certain fossils can be collected for noncommercial, personal, or recreational purposes. Only manual collecting methods may be employed, and strict quantity limits are imposed. These rules are enforced by individual Canadian provinces. Check online for more details about the restrictions in a certain area before collecting.

The rules about what you can dig up and how much you can take also vary from place to place. More often than not there are regulations on what fossils you can collect. Some areas also have weight and size limitations on what rocks, gems, minerals/mineraloids, and fossils you are allowed to collect and how much you can collect per day and per year. Depending on where you are and what you’re collecting, a permit may be required to collect rocks, gems, minerals/mineraloids, or fossils. Always check the collecting laws for where you plan to rockhound.


Next Steps

Now that you’ve journeyed through the history of rockhounding and what it has to offer, and also taken a closer look at the important precautions for a positive and safe experience, you’re ready to assemble your rockhounding toolbox. In the next chapter, you’ll learn about the different tools and equipment needed to find, dig up, and separate rocks and minerals in the field. Remember: Preparation is key. So read on, rockhound!





Chapter 2 ROCKHOUNDING EQUIPMENT AND TOOLS


As a rockhound, it’s important to be well equipped for anything. You never know what Mother Nature will throw at you! You also never know what you may find while in the field, and having the right tool to extract your discoveries is crucial. In this chapter, you’ll explore all of the main equipment and tools you will want to have on hand during your rockhounding adventures. From recommended safety gear such as eye protection and gloves, to collecting tools such as pry bars and brushes, you’ll never have to leave a treasure behind because you weren’t ready for the job. You’ll also discover valuable resources such as field guides, ultraviolet lights, and record-keeping aids that will help you navigate to a site, identify specimens, and keep track of your finds.







Attire and Safety Gear

The proper clothing and safety gear are crucial elements for a productive, enjoyable rockhounding trip. The right outfit can make or break your day of rockhounding.


FROM ONE ROCKHOUND TO ANOTHER

Make sure to put on a proper pair of kicks before heading off into a desert, forest, mountain, or other unpredictable terrain. It is all too tempting to focus on comfort and neglect practicality, especially if your chosen rockhounding site is far away, but don’t fall for this trap. I have twisted an ankle on more than one rockhounding adventure by opting for casual sneakers with no grip over a sturdy pair of hiking boots.



The following sections explore proper rockhounding attire and safety gear in more detail.

Clothes

When you’re out in nature, the weather can change at a moment’s notice. For example, the desert can be blazing hot during the day and almost freezing as soon as the sun goes down. Sudden desert storms can catch a rockhound off guard. So be prepared for it all. Check the weather predictions before heading out, but also pack or wear the following:


	A raincoat

	A durable pair of pants to protect your legs when digging and hard-rock mining

	A hat to shield you from the sun

	A warm sweatshirt or jacket in case of a temperature drop

	A long-sleeved shirt and long pants for potential sandstorms



Wear what is comfortable for you, but always take into consideration what sorts of specimens you will be looking for and where you will be doing your rockhounding.

Footwear

Like clothing, the proper footwear depends on what you plan on doing and where. If your rockhounding trip requires you to do some hiking, a sturdy pair of hiking boots is essential.

When exploring watery areas like rivers, lakes, or oceans (or rainy days on land), you’ll want to sport some waterproof shoes, especially if the water is cold. Rubber boots or waders are popular options if you expect to get your feet wet or need to cross shallow creeks or rivers. In warmer waters, a pair of durable sneakers you don’t mind getting wet or some aqua socks are perfectly acceptable.

In general, you should avoid wearing open-toed shoes when rockhounding. If you do choose this option, however, be extra careful to watch where you step, and do not attempt hard-rock mining.

Eye Protection

If your rockhounding trip involves pounding on rocks with a hammer, proper eye protection is essential. An eye injury is one of the last things you ever want happening to you—especially when out in the field without quick access to a healthcare facility. Find the protective goggles or glasses that feel most comfortable and give you complete eye coverage. Regular prescription glasses or sunglasses are better than nothing but are not enough to protect eyes from pieces of flying rock.

Gloves

A thick pair of gloves can be not only downright handy but sometimes necessary when rockhounding. Obsidian shards can be extremely sharp. Many other minerals may have very sharp edges as well and can cut or stab your skin easily. Gloves also help protect your fingers when moving rocks on overburden or talus hillsides. It’s also a good idea to wear gloves while hammering rocks to cut down on the numb sensation that can come with extended periods of hammering.

First Aid Kit

A proper first aid kit is the most important thing to have with you when rockhounding. It can truly make the difference in an emergency situation. The most popular item in a rockhound’s first aid kit are bandages. Scrapes can go hand in hand with digging and hammering. Your kit should also include:


	Gauze

	Wraps

	Trauma pads

	EMT shears

	A splint

	Alcohol swabs

	Antiseptic wipes

	Antibiotic ointment

	Safety pins

	Tweezers

	Cotton swabs

	Medical tape

	Nitrile gloves

	Any necessary allergy medication

	Medications for itches, pain, fever, inflammation, and diarrhea



A snakebite kit is advisable when rockhounding in areas with venomous snakes.

If you plan on doing some serious hiking while you rockhound, not only is having a first aid kit essential, but a survival kit is also a good idea. Even the most experienced outdoor enthusiasts can get lost or hurt. It pays to be prepared.

Bug Spray

Bugs are almost inevitable when rockhounding in the field. Some people swear by products containing DEET. Others prefer homemade repellent. Find what works for you and don’t leave it at home. Being attacked by tiny things constantly trying to bite or sting you can ruin a perfectly good rockhounding trip.

Sun Protection

Most rockhounding is done in fair to hot weather. Sunscreen with an SPF of 30 or higher is a must for long exposure to the sun, but also on cool and cloudy days. Rockhounds who plan on digging in the same place for a long time often erect pop-up tents or string-up tarps as shelter from UV rays. And don’t forget sunglasses. Not only are they helpful in blocking the sun’s rays, but some polarized varieties can improve your vision when hunting for specimens in rivers, creeks, and lakes.


Navigation and Record-Keeping Tools and Equipment

A lot of work often goes into planning a successful rockhounding trip. From finding the best route to a site to being ready for any unexpected detours along the way, a little preparation and a few helpful navigational tools can ensure you get to your destination. It’s also a great idea to keep records along the way so you can remember any issues you might have had getting to a location, as well as what exactly you found there. The following sections explore the best navigation and record-keeping tools and equipment in more detail.


Notebook and Pen/Pencil

A notebook and writing utensil are handy to have both when planning a rockhounding trip at home and when in the field collecting. Although you can use your phone to make lists too, experience has shown that it’s not always easy to use a phone in the field. Your hands may be too dirty to operate the touchscreen and buttons, and bright sunlight can make the screen difficult if not impossible to see.

You may run into other rockhounds in the field who have valuable information to a new or better site nearby. Write down the directions! Even if you think you’ll remember, three turns into the adventure, you may just forget if the fourth turn is a right or a left.

Compass/Altimeter

Having a compass while out in nature is always a smart idea. It can be easy to get disoriented while collecting minerals in the field, especially when surface collecting at a vast site where you wander a lot and are mostly staring at the ground. Always know the general direction (north, south, east, or west) you walk from your vehicle toward a rockhounding location.

Altimeters are great to have when your rockhounding trip takes you up a steep hillside or mountain and you need to find a deposit at a certain altitude. An altimeter saves you a lot of hassle of potentially walking too far or not far enough.

GPS

Even with the best maps and directions, it can sometimes be difficult to pinpoint a small deposit out in nature. A GPS can save a lot of time. Luckily, phones and many vehicles come with a built-in GPS. Just enter a waypoint and you’re on your way. A handheld GPS is recommended if you are going to walk a fair distance from your vehicle.

Many guidebooks list GPS coordinates for sites, but not all books use the same GPS format. Make sure to match your GPS unit’s format with the one used in the book you choose to follow.

Maps and Guidebooks

No good rockhound is without a plethora of maps for both roads and geology. In fact, how to read a geological map is one of the most important rockhounding skills. Knowing what minerals can form where is a big step ahead when rockhounding.

Be sure to bring traditional maps with you as well, as phones and GPS units can run out of battery life. Sometimes the road you need to find isn’t on a digital map. Map apps on your phone will also stop working properly when you lose the cellular signal.

Guidebooks are also very helpful, especially when you first get into rockhounding. It’s not easy to know where to go when starting out. Guidebooks provide all the information you need, including maps, GPS coordinates, and other details for a successful treasure-hunting outing. Many guidebooks are written about rockhounding sites found in specific states and provinces.

Camera

Rockhounding can take you into some of the most beautiful locations you will ever see—and you’re going to want to remember them. From stunning landscapes to flora and fauna, there’s so much more to rockhounding than just the rocks. Be sure to bring a camera to capture the wonderful places and sites you’ll see. Luckily, most of us have a camera built into our phones, which makes it so much easier to record those special moments. If you do plan to bring a traditional film or digital camera into the field, take into consideration the elements of where you will be rockhounding. A camera can get ruined in a site where it is exposed to too much rain or dropped in water. Sand can also get trapped inside.
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