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1. Bishop Garnets

Land type: Mountains, tailings

GPS: N 37°18'58.21" / W 118°25'50.81"

Best season: Summer

Land manager: Inyo National Forest

Material: Garnets, quartz, chalcedony, calcite, diopside

Tools: Rock hammer, protective eyewear

Vehicle: High clearance, 4WD

Accommodations: Camping

Finding the site: This site is tricky to find and requires several turns on a crosshatch of dirt and gravel roads. Use your GPS and the coordinates for the best accuracy. From Bishop take 395 south approximately 2.5 miles and turn west onto Warm Springs Road. Drive 1.7 miles on the gravel road to the Stamp Mill (you can explore here for minerals in tailings as well). Stay right at the Stamp Mill and drive 0.2 mile on the powerline road; then turn left onto another unlabeled gravel road. Drive 0.4 mile, stay left, then another 0.1 mile. Turn right onto Forest Road 75166A and drive 0.1 mile to the exposure.


[image: The view toward Bishop from the garnet site.]
The view toward Bishop from the garnet site.




Sites 1–10


[image: chpt_fig_007.jpg]



Rockhounding

This site might be tricky to find, but it is worth navigating the tangle of roads to collect beautiful garnet crystals, along with the occasional green or white diopside. Garnets are a silicate mineral, and due to their relative abundance and hardness (a 6.5–7.5 on the Mohs scale), they are often used as an abrasive. The gem-quality vitreous varieties are also used in lapidary arts and very popular gemstones in jewelry. The word “garnet” translates back to early English term for “dark red.” The pleasing colors of the garnets are distinctive, and this location offers easy collection of suitable specimens in cinnamon-brown color. The garnets here also tend to exhibit the classic dodecahedral (polyhe dral with 12 flashing faces) crystal structure.


[image: A gem-quality Bishop garnet exhibits dodecahedral crystal habit.]
A gem-quality Bishop garnet exhibits dodecahedral crystal habit.



This particular deposit is of grossular garnets, which tend to form in association with metamorphosed limestone, and you will see the light-colored eroding rock that has been cooked by Earth. Most occur in clusters within the beige baked limestone, but some shiny, small loose garnets can also be found by sifting the soil around the deposit. Mining was abundant in this part of the hills outside Bishop, and there are many other deposits to explore nearby. The old stamp mill also has some tailings around if you want to prospect for more minerals. The rock piles seem to be productive, but the area has been taken over as a local party and dumping location fruitful in anthropomorphic accumulations and graffiti art. Brave rockhounds can begin looking through piles around GPS N 37°19'8.36" / W 118°25'31.55" at the Stamp Mill where you make the first turn off Warm Springs Road.








2. Poleta Mine Minerals

Land type: Mountains, tailings

GPS: N 37°21'29.88" / W 118°16'43.21"

Best season: Summer

Land manager: Inyo National Forest

Material: Calcite, quartz, malachite, pyrite, limonite

Tools: None

Vehicle: High clearance, 4WD

Accommodations: Camping, RV parking, and motels in Bishop

Finding the site: From Bishop, be aware that the actual mine here is private along with some property around it, and, although it is abandoned, you want to stay outside private property lines. Explore around the hills and road for tailings.


[image: Views from the Poleta Mine tailings.]
Views from the Poleta Mine tailings.




[image: Poleta Mine minerals.]
Poleta Mine minerals.




Rockhounding

The Poleta Mine is an underground network of tunnels that date back to the late 19th century and operated until the 1960s. Thousands of ounces of gold and silver were extracted from the thousands of tons of ores here, and there was once an on-site stamp mill. Although it was long abandoned at the time of visit, the actual mine is private, and it is important to mind any trespassing signs. You don’t want to enter the precarious shafts and tunnels anyway; they should be avoided. Stick to the many tailings strewn about the area. The metallic ores are associated with a quartz vein intruding the Cambrian (older than the dinosaurs by hundreds of millions of years) limestone of the area. You can find malachite drusy easily, chunks of quartz, the occasional quartz or calcite microcrystal pocket, and small limonite after pyrite cube pseudomorphs.






3. Big Pine Sulfur

Land type: Mountains

GPS: N 37°14'21.55" / W 118°12'7.49"

Best season: Spring through fall

Land manager: Inyo National Forest

Material: Sulfur

Tools: None

Vehicle: Any

Accommodations: Camping, RV parking, and motels in Big Pine

Finding the site: From Big Pine, head east on State Route 168 for 7.1 miles and turn left onto the unpaved road labeled Forest Road 34E302. Drive 0.1 mile and park and explore.


Rockhounding


[image: Big Pine sulfur.]
Big Pine sulfur.



This deposit was an accidental find while looking for the quartz crystals and fossils that are reported to be in the area. A must-have mineral for your collection, sulfur, referred to as “brimstone” (“burning stone”) in ancient times and sometimes spelled “sulphur,” particularly in British English, is a soft native element, meaning it occurs as both an element and a mineral. This mineral can be uniquely identified by a bright yellow color and distinctive smell reminiscent of hot springs, matches, or rotten eggs. The sulfur at this location appears to be associated with an old mine that is either infilled or has been reclaimed. Along with earthy specimens, you can find the occasional pocket of resinous sulfur crystals, perfect for the collection. The crystals are small, about ¼ to ½ inch, and are found loose on the surface in the piles of yellow tailings. There are rumors of fossils farther up this canyon for the more adventurous hiker. As you hike up the canyon, it narrows and the limestone is exposed at the narrowest portion. There is potential for marine fossils, so keep an eye out.


[image: Collecting Big Pine sulfur.]
Collecting Big Pine sulfur.








4. Westgard Pass Fossils

Land type: Mountains

GPS: N 37°15'16.09" / W 118°9'23.33"

Best season: Spring through fall

Land manager: Inyo National Forest

Material: Fossils

Tools: None

Vehicle: High clearance, 4WD

Accommodations: Camping, RV parking, and motels in Big Pine

Finding the site: From Big Pine, head east on State Route 168 for approximately 14 miles to the very east end of the narrows, where the 1-lane road opens back up. Turn right onto the jeep trails labeled Forest Road 95110B. Drive 0.1 mile; then park and explore.


Rockhounding

Most rocks in California are relatively young on the geologic timescale. This is because California as we know it didn’t really take full form until closer to the end of the dinosaur era. This makes the fossils around Westgard Pass unique for several reasons. The fossiliferous rock here at Westgard Pass dates back to the Cambrian, at the beginning of the Paleozoic Era, hundreds of millions of years before the first dinosaurs roamed Earth. The Cambrian Period is part of an exceptional story of the evolution of life as well. For about the first 4 billion years of Earth, life was simple, single-celled slime. Around the Cambrian, life evolved and diversified rather suddenly, and almost all marine invertebrates we know today developed in the sea in an event we deem “the Cambrian explosion.” Animals developed shells, eyes … and even the earth’s first superpredator appeared. Complex life was suddenly abundant.

The most famous fossil beds of the Cambrian explosion are fossils of Canada’s Burgess Shale, which also uniquely preserved soft-bodied creatures. Here in California’s Westgard Pass there are also Early Cambrian fossils, dating to this explosion of life, and representing some of the older rocks to be found in California today, but they tend to be more of the harder shelly creatures and tracks and trails left by others. Although only trace fossils of burrows (still very cool considering the half-billion-year-old story) were found upon visit, other rockhounds have reported trilobites, brachiopods, echinoderms, and archaeocyathids (a long-extinct shallow seafloor animal that resembled a bit of a cuplike solitary coral but functioned more like a sponge). Look for the shaley layers of the Poleta Formation around the area, and consider the site as a park-and-explore launching point.


[image: The narrow 1-lane road at Westgard Pass.]
The narrow 1-lane road at Westgard Pass.




[image: Westgard Pass trace fossils.]
Westgard Pass trace fossils.








5. Eureka Crystals

Land type: Mountains, desert

GPS: N 37°22'8.65" / W 118°1'9.16"

Best season: Spring through fall

Land manager: Bureau of Land Management

Material: Quartz

Tools: Rock hammer, chisels, sledgehammer, gloves, protective eyewear

Vehicle: Any

Accommodations: Camping, RV parking, and motels in Big Pine; camping in nearby Inyo and Bristlecone Pine National Forests

Finding the site: This site is a little tricky to find since there aren’t a lot of landmarks, so program the GPS coordinates and pay close attention to the outcrop in the photo. From Big Pine, head east on State Route 168 for approximately 15 miles to a paved cattle guard near just before a cross-fenced dirt road on the left. Take the dirt road, carefully opening and closing the electric fencing/gate using the large orange plastic handle, and drive 0.7 mile, staying right, to the hills and outcrop on your right. Park and explore.


[image: Eureka quartz.]
Eureka quartz.




[image: The large outcrop full of quartz.]
The large outcrop full of quartz.




Rockhounding

This is a fun site for the motivated rock splitter. There are numerous veins of smoky quartz crosshatching the hills in this location, and the more time you spend—and more rocks you split—the better your chances of locating a crystal pocket. If you bring supplies, you can easily spend a day or two splitting for the perfect crystal. The quartz is very abundant, and lenses and veins appear everywhere. You can pick up loose pieces of milky and brown-to-gray smoky quartz off the surface, along with imperfect crystals left behind by others. The fragmented crystals on the surface are large, so this may be the place to find the larger (over 4 inches in length) quartz crystal. The greatest exposure of the quartz veins occurs about a quarter down from the top of the big rock out-crop on the right. Sifting the soil for smaller samples might also be an option if you have available equipment.






6. Jeffrey Canyon Minerals

Land type: Mountains, desert

GPS: N 37°36'58.18" / W 118°20'15.61"

Best season: Spring through fall

Land manager: Inyo National Forest

Material: Quartz, citrine, sillimanite, andalusite, muscovite

Tools: None

Vehicle: High clearance, 4WD

Accommodations: Camping, RV parking, and motels in Bishop

Finding the site: From Bishop, take Main Street north as it turns into US 6. Drive 19 miles and turn right onto White Mountain Ranch Road. Drive 0.6 mile and turn left onto unlabeled Forest Road 46135 (stay right to follow the road up the canyon). Take Forest Road 46135 until, depending on your vehicle, it is impassable at approximately 3.6 miles into the canyon. Don’t risk getting stuck. It is better to stop sooner and hike in.


[image: Jeffrey Canyon pyrite, garnet, and quartz.]
Jeffrey Canyon pyrite, garnet, and quartz.




[image: The old power poles still dot the long washed-away road at Jeffrey Canyon heading up to Black Eagle Mining Camp and the Champion Spark Plug Mine.]
The old power poles still dot the long washed-away road at Jeffrey Canyon heading up to Black Eagle Mining Camp and the Champion Spark Plug Mine.




Rockhounding

The Champion Spark Plug Mine is an appealing site for rockhounds who like to explore ghost towns and don’t mind hiking off the beaten path to get there. The rockhound who needs to stick to the parking area can also enjoy this location since it is not necessary to hike to the mining camp or the mine to find nice samples of rose quartz, citrine, and translucent drusy quartz crystals at the logical stopping point on the rough forest road in. On your way into the canyon from the highway you can stop at the roadside marker that explains the history of the mine. According to the sign dedicated by the E Clampus Vitus, the deposits at the mine were discovered in 1916 by a dentist who was rockhounding in search of minerals to make dentures. Dr. Joseph Jeffrey stumbled across the rich andalusite deposits of the canyon. Andalusite is an aluminum silicate mineral that was once used in manufacturing porcelain and spark plugs. During its heyday, the Champion Spark Plug Mine was the only commercial andalusite mine in operation. Today andalusite has been replaced by other manufacturing materials. It is still wonderful to collect this mineral, along with the others at the site. The sillimanite occurs in small cube-like shapes that look like pyrite or limonite before better inspection. The andalusite seems to be pseudomorphed into sillimanite and associated with the shiny chlorite schist rock around. Quartz is very abundant in pink-rose varieties, yellow citrine, and even small milky white crystals.


[image: The roadside marker describing the mine history on the road into Jeffrey Canyon.]
The roadside marker describing the mine history on the road into Jeffrey Canyon.



If you want to explore the mining artifacts, prepare for a moderate to strenuous hike into the Black Eagle Camp where intact buildings are. The canyon requires going up a steep wash, and it is not recommended to cross the creek in the canyon if the water level is high. If you do head in, follow the washed-out remnants of the road, which becomes a trail to the camp that follows power poles. The Black Eagle Camp is about a 1.5-mile hike up the canyon at GPS N 37°37'4.84" / W 118°19'12.03". Several buildings remain, and it has been well taken care of, including a makeshift museum with old mining equipment and a few mineral samples on display. The site relies on people to honor what is there and take only pictures, not disturb the displays. Please help preserve the mining camp for everyone to enjoy, and respect the community of thoughtful citizens maintaining this location. A sign from the dedicated volunteers asks you to please respect it and keep it clean. To reach the mine you continue up the canyon. Although the mine is only a couple of miles farther, the climb is a few thousand feet, so make sure to plan for an entire day to go to the mine and back to the car, and bring plenty of water and backpacking supplies. You will see the hole in the jagged peak where the tunnels begin. Although many people enjoy exploring the interior of the mine, it is not advisable and is not safe. Luckily, the rocks you will want to look through are all outside the mine.






7. Lake Crowley Obsidian

Land type: Hills, lakeshore

GPS: N 37°38'9.49" / W 118°43'42.35"

Best season: Spring through fall

Land manager: Los Angeles Department of Water and Power

Material: Obsidian, pumice

Tools: None

Vehicle: Any

Accommodations: Camping, RV parking, and motels in Mammoth Lakes

Finding the site: From US Highway 395 south of the Mammoth-Yosemite Airport, take Benton Crossing Road northeast then south. Drive 11.1 miles to the turn-in toward the lakeshore on the unlabeled dirt road to the right.


[image: Lake Crowley.]
Lake Crowley.




[image: Lake Crowley obsidian is opaque.]
Lake Crowley obsidian is opaque.




Rockhounding

This site is on the rim of the famous Long Valley Caldera, an approximately 20-mile-wide volcanic depression in the earth’s surface due to eruptions 700,000 years ago followed by the land then sinking into the hot, brittle crust. This entire area is still on thin crust, and evidence of volcanic activity, both past and present, is visible all around you. On the shores of Lake Crowley, you can find loose chunks of shiny black obsidian and porous light gray pumice stone. Although there once was a natural lake here, what you see today of Lake Crowley is largely man-made as part of the contentious project to bring water from this region to Southern California. You can collect anywhere around the lake that’s public, and this is just one location. Also, be sure to check out the nearby Hot Creek Geological Site, a boiling hot brightly colored mineral pool. Interpretive signs explain that the turquoise pool is formed from the molten magma heat traveling up through cracks in the thin crust of the Long Valley Caldera creating the bubbling springs and steamy fumaroles.
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