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April Meeting

The April AQS meeting featured a long-time member; articulate,
experienced opal cutter Elmer Reed. Elmer's relatively brief (for
Elmer) presentation was exactly the right length for getting across
the really important facts about selecting rough opal for maximum
yield of finished stones. Longer presentations tend to get into
the myriad of myths about our favorite rock, and the myths are
numerous. They go all the way from merely unproven gray areas like
“vbpal is better stored wet" (maybe true) to the obviously false old
wives tales about opal bringing bad luck.

Elmer's first words of wisdom had to do with getting into the
right frame of mind for a purchase of opal rough. In other words,
deciding how much you can spend before starting to look at those
gorgeous sparklers. Awfully good advice. We tend to get carried
away by the flashing fire of the strongly illuminated wet rough
material, and our imaginations of what finished stones we can realize

from it.

Then, upon cleoser approach to a seller, Elmer warns that the
guy who says he has a mine does not necessarily have good gpal; he
may have only a mine. A recent experience was with a seller whose
lots of opal consisted of individual large chunks. It was white base
material and the white ran into and through the color bars on the
exposed surfaces. Even the price of $1500.00 an ounce didn*t convince
Elmer that there was better material inside those chungks. That's
a costly risk to take. And there was no way to ‘'break the lot' as
is sometimes done on a random (supposedly) basis with lots consisting
of numerous smaller pieces.

I'm sure we all subscribe to Elmer's admonition to be very
careful in selecting any material priced higher than $5.00 a gram.
His three primary rules are (1) see the color; (2) see the brilliance;
and (3) select for minimum waste.




(2)

Seeing color is easiest, of course, with wet material. But
although that is a good way to see it, it may be a bad way to buy
it. Wetness conceals cracks, and the persistent wetting quality
of glycerine makes it doubtful if one should ever buy rough that
has been in it. Of course, most opal is over-valued when viewed in
intense light. True brilliance becomes apparent only when compar-
isons are made at lower lighting levels, and with light from broad
diffuse sources.

Color seen from the edge of a color band, as it usually is
viewed in the rough, normally looks better than it will when the
matrix is und away from the broad sides of the band. The matrix
envelope prevents extraneous light from all directions from enter-
ing and diffusing the fire much as does the dark backing material
on a doublet or triplet. Also, the depth of the color band will
normally be greater from an edge than from top or bottom. Elmer
cautioned that color bands less than a millimeter in thickness may
be useful only for doublets or triplets. And, of course it's an
almost certain losing gamble to assume that bands or layers of fire
go almost all the way through even though they are not visible from
both edges of a piece of rough., Even when opposide edges do show
the same band, it is not a guarantee that the band goes unflawed
all the way through.

Sometimes sand pockets or potch, or even cracks not visible
from an exposed surface can be detected by strong transmitted light.
Here the seller's usual strong light source can be turned to the
advantage of the buyer. A pocket pen light can also be shined
through, but the rough can usually be hand held such that one can
look through it at any strong source. The hands can shield the
eye from the unwanted light around the piece, or the edge of the
lighting fixture can often be aligned just right for that.

Elmer's third rule regarding minimum waste is self-explanatory:
when buying rough by weight, any waste represents dollars to be
ground away. Just as the accomplished carver "sees" the finished
figure in the rough material before he starts, so must we practice
"seeing" the finished stone in the rough piece before cutting it.

With enough practice we may achieve as much skill in rough
opal selection as a dealer, according to Elmer. And unless the
dealer also has cutting experience as well, we may even gain
superior skill. But, no matter, Elmer says, the dealer will not
lose money because his pricing is such that he at least breaks
even if only the good stones of the lot are sold at that price.

Many thanks Elmer for this latest of your many contributions
to our continuing education.
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Item: Marvin Wilson reports that the Phoenix, Arizona opal show
was quite a success. He found a surprising amount of
interest in that locality, and wondered about another
possible ACS chapter.,
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The April 1976 issue of Scientific American magazine
contains a very comprehensive article on opal. Ten
full pages, profusely illustrated and with some color
photos, are devoted to our favorite gemstone. The
three authors work in Australia for the Commonwealth
Scientific and Industrial Research Organization.
(CeS.I.R.0.)
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The May AOS meeting will feature a discussion and demonstration
of "Carving' by Marvin Wilson. Marvin who has had many exhibits
of his carving and has been written about in a national lapidary
magazine will discuss free form carving. He has just

finished the carving of one of the world's largest rubies and will
show examples of carved rubies, opals, and jade. We look forward
to an excellent progran.
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The Redondo Beach Chapter of the American Opal Society April
meeting was hosted by Dr. amd Mrs. Haas. An interesting discnssion
was held regarding a variety of opal related subjects from cpals

in general to the merits of various lapidary saws and polishes.

A white elephant silent auction was held to raise money for the
treasury. Refreshments were served by the host and hostess. One

of the Redondo Beach members, Donna Muldowney, who has just returned
from a trip to Australia, talked about her experiences in the opal
fields. It may be possible to get her to give us a picture tour at
one of the next general meetings.
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Starting in July, the Americar Opal Societies new meeting place
will be the Elks Lodge, located at 12223 Woodruff, Downey, Ca.
We will meet in the Antler Room.
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James Sgro

Contributing Editor: J. Holland
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