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How Dangerous Is a Broken Fluorescent Bulb? 
Reports say mercury can be safely cleaned up 

 

By Carole Fleck, from: AARP Bulletin, August 3, 2011 
Q. After I bought a few compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulbs, I 
heard they contain mercury. How dangerous are these bulbs? 
What if one breaks? 

A. Around the world, governments have passed measures to phase 
out incandescent light bulbs in favor of the more energy-efficient 
CFLs. It's true that CFL bulbs do contain a small amount of mercury, 
sealed within the glass tubing, and it can be released as vapor after 
a breakage. 
Mercury levels inside fluorescent bulbs are quite low.  
Precautions are recommended, but how much actual risk is there? 

An article in the August 2009 official magazine of the Illuminating 
Engineering Society of North America concluded that a worst-case 
scenario of mercury exposure (PDF) from a broken bulb is 
equivalent to eating one serving of fish. (Mercury accumulates in 
small amounts in the bodies of fish.) 
Another article, in the European Commission's Scientific Committee 
on Health and Environmental Risks, concluded last year that 
significant health risks were unlikely for adults (PDF) when a broken 
CFL bulb was cleaned up properly. The committee said it didn't have 
enough data to assess the risk for children. 
Similarly, an online fact sheet issued by the government of Australia 
says that proper cleanup presented no significant health risk to 
children or pregnant women. 
Health officials advise certain precautions to minimize exposure. 
Among the steps recommended by the Environmental Protection 
Agency: 
Carole Fleck is a senior editor at the AARP Bulletin. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Pete Goetz on "Andamooka BBQ" or How to 
Treat Andamooka Matrix Opal 
Don’t miss Pete Goetz’s presentation of how to treat Andamooka 
matrix opal. Pete will have a slide show on the proper technique and 
safety requirements needed to blacken the matrix opal with sugar 
and acid.  
Pete may be able to demonstrate the blackening process. 
Pete will also have samples to show how the beauty of the matrix 
opal is enhanced by the blackening process. Don’t miss it! 

 

American Opal Society Calendar 
Date General Meeting Topic / Speaker 

07/09/15 
Cooking Andamooka 
Matrix Opal by Pete Goetz 

08/13/15 To be announced 

09/10/15 To be announced 
10/08/15 Opal & Gem Show Work Session 
11/07/15 48th Annual Opal, Gem, & Jewelry Show 
11/08/15 48th Annual Opal, Gem, & Jewelry Show 
11/12/15 Opal Show Recap 
12/12/15 AOS Christmas Party Potluck 

http://www.aarp.org/bulletin/
http://healthtools.aarp.org/galecontent/mercury-poisoning/5
http://www.lamprecycle.org/public/images/docs/LD+A%20August%202009.pdf
http://www.lamprecycle.org/public/images/docs/LD+A%20August%202009.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/health/scientific_committees/environmental_risks/docs/scher_o_124.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/cfl/cflcleanup.html
http://www.epa.gov/cfl/cflcleanup.html
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The following are the final chapters of the book From 
Rags to Riches, by Peter Greisl. The first forty chapters 
were published in the Opal Express from May 2011 
through Nov. 2013.  The Editor 
 

From Rags to Riches 
Chapter 47 – Another Try 
 
It didn’t take much prompting this evening to get Johnny to go out for 
a change and let himself go, particular when I gave him some news I 
did hear from Doug the Co- Op Manager. Two unattached Ladies 
arrived in Andamooka and became suddenly temporarily residents 
of Andamooka. I have not seen them only got the Info; accordingly 
to him they are ladies which entertain gentlemen for some 
consideration. Suddenly Johnny was full of Energy, he went to have 
shower and put on some decent clothes and said don’t wait up for 
me; I get a bite to eat at Gus’s place. Chris looked in astonishment 
and said to me, ‘what’s happening with Johnny, he acts like a Pup 
on heat,’ You really don’t want to know I replied?’ Chris said yes I 
do, Ok you ask for it.’ Johnny is getting himself laid tonight, ‘What’ 
Chris blurted out, what you mean,’ There are a couple Girls in Town 
and I belief they are Hookers from Adelaide according to Doug the 
manager, I explained, No wonder he spruced up and could not get 
going quick enough, he might have to stand in line, Chris said and 
we both laughed. Well my dear you see it does not matter where 
you go Sex keeps following. Any how my darling that means we 
have we have the place to our self-tonight, I would love to have our 
Organ here that would be nice to play a few tunes and sip a nice 
glass of wine,’ Yeah that would be nice I always enjoyed that in 
Sydney when you were playing.’ Hey I tell you what we can do 
which we have not done for quite some time, How about a few 
hands of Canasta I asked Chris as I know she loves to play card, in 
Sydney she had a few girlfriends and they met one evening every 
week and played canasta, So I am sure I hit on something nice for 
her to do to break the monotony. She said let’s have dinner and then 
we can play, while Beatrix uses her crayons and coloring books. 
Well the evening went very well we drank a few glasses of wine and 
played a few hands of cards and Chris of course was winning, 
actually it was a slaughter. I am please and I could see this made 
her very happy. 
Chris is putting Beatrix to bed and I went in to the shed and stopped 
the Generator and topped it up with fuel. I switched the lights to 
battery and went back in the house. 
Chris had cleaned up everything and Beatrix was in Bed, we had a 
cup of Coffee and some cake, I said ‘I forgot the Chickens they are 
in the Car.’ I went and got them and put them in the fridge, ‘Roast 
Chicken tomorrow night’ Chris said. 
We decided to go to bed and I was lying in Bed with my little Jar in 
my hand and keep spinning it around and looking at the colours of 
the Stones which Johnny cleaned up for me. Chris put her head on 
my Shoulder and said, ‘I am very confident that you will find your 
Rainbow Rock at the end of this Rainbow which is stretching across 
our house. 
I didn’t realize that you have such a poetic streak in you that is very 
lovely. 
She smiled kissed me on the cheek and turned over and said good 
night darling see you in the morning. 
With the Opal Jar in my hand, I closed my eyes and I can visualize 
tomorrow how we are going to slave away and hope fully with 
positive results. 
And I drifted of to sleep. The sound of a car engine woke me up it 
was daylight, I looked at the clock and it said 6:30, and in waltzed 
Johnny he went to the kitchen and turned on the stove and put the 
Kettle with water on. 
I came out just dressed in my Y fronts. I said ‘look what we have 
here and why do you grin like a chess shire cat that caught a 
mouse.’ He told me that he had a great night and is rearing to go 

and attack the mine. I was pleased to hear that and I know I will get 
a blow by blow description of what went on in town last night. 
Chris came out in her dressing gown looked at Johnny who smiled 
at her and she said, ‘well Don Juan finally came home.’ Johnny 
spread out his arms and started to sing the song from Frank Sinatra 
‘I lost my Heart in San Francisco” but Johnny sang’ I lost my heart 
down at Gus’s,’ Hey Romeo, you better keep your hormones in 
check and put some work clothes on, it is time to hit the shaft.’ He 
saluted and went to his room and came out a few minutes later 
ready for work. We had cereal for breakfast this morning, I reminded 
him about me have to be in the shop this morning and I will be at the 
claim about lunch time. 
He acknowledged and said good bye and went off to put the buckets 
back on the Ute and left for the mine. Chris said, ‘the guy seems to 
be very happy this morning, I am sure you will tell me what 
happened,’ Gentlemen don’t tell I smiled at her, Very funny suddenly 
we have gentlemen here Chris replied. 
Darling, I have to get going, I want to start earlier so I get finish and 
to the mine, I got some strange but positive vibes.’ She kissed me 
on the cheek and Said ’off you go.’ I got in the Car and drove to the 
Shop, I opened up and said hello to Doug who was there and I 
started to prepare whatever I needed. Everything went fine just like 
clockwork, I made three kind of Sausages, Some Beef Burgers, 
Crumbed some Chicken Schnitzel, cut up Doug’s Meat for their BBQ 
,etc. 
I was finish by 11:30 and I told showed Doug where his meat was 
kept and what else I prepared. He was extremely happy and wished 
me Good Luck for today. 
I drove to the mine and when I got there was the compressor 
running but no Jack hammer sound. I went down and I saw Johnny 
picking away with his little Pick, and he had opal linen sack hanging 
around his neck like a bloody draft horse. I sneaked up on him and 
grabbed him on the neck, he spun around and stammered,” Bloody 
Hell Mate, I nearly Shit myself, sneaking up on a guy when he is 
deep in thought of how to operate to get out the bloody stone in one 
piece.” Hey that looks good, I said, and Johnny replied you should 
have a look what’s already in the Bag, I been going for the last 
couple hours only with pick and Screw driver, actually you better 
take the bag of me it is getting a bit heavy,’ I removed the bag from 
Johnny’s neck and hung around mine, but before I did I had a little 
peek and I saw some nice pieces small painted ladies with very 
strong colour and fairly thick film of Opal at least eight of an inch 
thick, But I will see better when we get it home. ‘Hey mate you are 
like a bloody surgeon doing a hysterectomy, ‘Talking about 
Hysterectomy, what happened last night,’ I asked. Yes there are a 
couple girls in their mid-twenties here and they are staying with Gus. 
They from Adelaide one is from Sweden and the other from 
Denmark and they up here to study about Opal mining to get 
firsthand experience, apparently they both doing a diploma course at 
the Uni in Adelaide in Geology.’ We had a great time at Gus’s place 
Ludwig was there but no Klaus, so Ludwig and I and the two girls 
got a bit intoxicated, and we went with them and had some fun. 
Ludwig went off in his Land Rover with Dagmar the Danish bird and 
Inga the Swedish girl with me in the Ute,’ so you got yourself laid I 
replied. ‘Yes Mate he said and it was bloody nice,’ Good on you, Are 
there any follow up, I asked, on Saturday we meet after lunch and 
we going to look around some of the mines and cuts and she wants 
to take notes, about life and mining at the Andamooka Opal fields. 
Johnny told me. I said to him ‘I have been told they might be 
hookers, ’It’s possible I did not see any textbooks he replied.’ and if 
they are I don’t care I don’t want to marry any of them all I am after 
is a good time and give her a good time, but she would not get a 
Brass Razoo out of me if she is a Hooker. ‘Good Lad, I am glad that 
I don’t have to put up with a lovesick puppy’, I commented. Johnny 
just grunted’ you have to be joking; I got something very nice in 
Adelaide waiting for me to marry when I am ready. Anyhow back to 
things on hand.’ Ok let’s dig. I smiled, and again another nice piece 
came to light, this piece was about the size of a matchbox and it was 
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all jelly, very faint of blue turning to green. After that a few larger 
piece of potch without colour, and the show was over. Johnny said 
wait till we get home you will see some nice pieces of crystal 
amongst all this.’ Johnny said. Ok If you want I take the Jack 
hammer and drop some of the level and you can check it, I told 
Johnny, Ok he replied, go for it’ I grabbed the Jack hammer and it 
felt like a ton of Steel just rearing to get going to uncover more of 
Mother nature’s mystery. I changed the point chisel to the four inch 
spade chisel and started to drop the level in small pieces, Johnny 
had a bucket standing by to drop any good stuff in to the bucket and 
the rest was on the blanket. I dropped more and more and Johnny 
picked up sever larger pieces and I noticed he dropped them in to 
the bucket which is good news, Just as I was inserting the chisel in 
the level he stopped me and said, hold on the last lot what I picked 
up was a large piece of jelly with orange and green flashes going 
through., I brought the light closer to the level and looked and Holy 
Cow, as if I was flashed with an arc welder I got hit with this 
magnificent reflection of every colour under the Sun. I took his pick 
and worked my way around to where the reflection came. It was a 
little pocket not bigger the then about one inch in diameter, it was a 
knobby absolutely magnificent, and behind the knobby there were 
these great colorful very fine traces, I said to Johnny that’s your 
department mate you can play with it, and I watch and lick and hope 
and pray which should keep me busy while you doing this 
operation.’ He smiled and replied I love to you just watch and weep 
and see a master surgeon in action to produce these great little 
beauties without any destruction.’ Just get on with it and fill the 
bloody Bag, I laughed. I sat down and had a swig of the tepid water 
in the bag, and watched Johnny as masterfully extracted chip after 
chip without any damage to them. I was thinking while I watch of 
how much we got out of this claim already, I know it is chicken feed 
for the time we spent here already but it was still close to $ 10,000 
dollars, when you compare this with the money I am getting paid 
from the butchery which is $ 12,500 per year and we uncovered 
nearly that much in Opal in 6 month what we are on the field. I had 
to bring myself back to reality as I heard Johnny cursing, ‘The 
bloody traces disappeared, I don’t belief it. Well let me drop some 
more we got another 4 feet left to do on this level here, then we 
have 8 feet on my drive so there is still plenty opportunity to fill up 
our bag and bucket etc. I said to Johnny. 
I grabbed the Jack hammer and started dropping, in small pieces 
Johnny had the light right on the places where I always put the 
chisel so he does not miss any colour reflection. I was nearly finish 
as all of a sudden my chisel bounced off, I hit a rock or boulder, I 
worked around the side and I found it was not that big, and Johnny 
said watch out there could be something behind that if there is a 
pocket. I nodded and chiseled away and eventually the boulder 
came loose and dropped to the floor, and low and behold Johnny 
was right there was a pocket behind that boulder and it was full of 
potch it must have been at least 50 or 60 ounces and you wouldn’t 
belief, not a speck of colour. I could not belief it, what bad luck; just 
imagine if there was colour, my dream would have been fulfilled. 
Johnny said what’s wrong, where do we go wrong, every time we 
get quantity we miss out on the colour. 
Never mind mate, let’s not cry over something we have no control 
over, we just have to find the right pocket, I tried to cheer Johnny up. 
He admitted “yes you right, let’s drop the bastard and get on with it 
to get to the next drive and hope fully we have more chance there. 
I grabbed the jack hammer and got rid of the last couple of feet 
which did not produce anything visible or larger, but we take this lot 
home and put it through the concrete mixer and tumble and sieve 
the lot with the other stuff we brought home earlier. 
We moved the blanket and filled the empty bucket with stuff which is 
just mullock to be winched up, to clear up the mess. 
After cleaning up everything and got rid of the blanket and the dirt, 
we ready to start on my drive to drop the level here and see what 
surprise is in store here. 

This bloody Jack hammer is getting heavier and heavier, Johnny 
said let me have a go and you watch out for colour, no mate you 
have the better eye for that so let me just get on with it, Just as I was 
going to start, the light went on and off three times, this was the 
signal when I am required to come up. I put the jack Hammer down 
and we ascended to the top. 
There was Trevor standing and shutting down the compressor and 
said to me quite excited, you better get home Chris is with Beatrix in 
the Hospital she got bitten by a Brown Snake, Oh my God I 
screamed out jumped in the VW and raced home, I got to the 
hospital and there were Chris and Beatrix in the ward and Chris all 
eyes puffed up from crying, I hugged her and asked what happened, 
she told me Beatrix was outside and playing in her garden and as 
she suddenly screamed out, I rushed outside to her and just saw a 
small brown snake disappear under the house. I looked and there 
were two little puncture marks on Beatrix’s leg near the ankle I put 
on a tourniquet and ran across to Loraine and she took us straight 
up here to the Hospital, the Nurse did ask me if I see the Snake, told 
her what I saw, and she administered the antivenin straight away, 
now Beatrix is a little delirious and they keep an eye and watch her, 
the Nurse told me that the tourniquet saved her life. 
I hugged her and she started crying again, and I felt real helpless. 
We looked in on Beatrix and she was asleep. I went and saw the 
Nurse and she told me that Beatrix will be fine they like to keep her 
overnight here on observation. 
I nodded and said we will be up here later and try to explain to her 
about staying overnight Chris said she is staying here with Beatrix, I 
felt helpless did not know what I could do, So I said to Chris, I am 
just going back to help Johnny get the stuff to Trevor’s place for 
tumbling on Saturday, we also have a bit to look at and sort out., 
apparently there is quite some nice stuff there. Chris just nodded 
and I could see there was nothing which could have taken her 
attention from Beatrix. I understood and said I see you later when 
we finish. 
At home Johnny asked how Beatrix was and how did it happen. I 
explained everything to him and he said he is going up there later to 
see her also. 
We got everything to Trevor and the other stuff we put in to our Bowl 
for cleaning and sorting, and it was quite a lot, but no idea how 
much of good salable opal was amongst it. With Chris gone and 
Beatrix gone there was not much we could do so we could spend 
the time to sort out and get it ready for the Weekend cleaning. 
Trevor and Rob came across and asked how the girl is and I 
reported to them the latest.. 
They also told me that their parents are going back on Sunday to 
Adelaide. 
And they will have a good bye drink on Saturday and if we could join 
them. 
I said I am sure can but I think Johnny has some arrangements for 
Saturday, Am I right I said to Johnny. He nodded ‘Yes I do 
unfortunately but if anything changes I am happy to come.’ The boys 
left and we carried out our task for this evening before we go up to 
say good night to Beatrix. The time had come and we went up to the 
hospital, Chris was with Beatrix  
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Discover Your Nevada: Search for Opals in 
Northern Nevada's Virgin Valley 

7/9/12, Nevada Commission on Tourism 
John and Lorrie Peterson took their first trip to the Virgin Valley — a 
remote area in northern Nevada near the Oregon border — years 
ago with the Reno Gem & Mineral Society. 
The group braved the region’s high temperatures and relative 
solitude just to dig in the dirt. 
They were hunting for opals, stones prized for their iridescent play of 
color, or “fire.”   
 “It was especially exciting to see that flash of color in the opal you 
just found,” John Peterson said. 



 

The Opal Express The American Opal Society   July 2015  Page 4 

The chance of finding an opal, especially the rare black opal, is what 
drives many to the Virgin Valley, about 35 miles outside of the 
community of Denio, which straddles the Nevada-Oregon border. 
The Virgin Valley’s three opal mines — Bonanza, Rainbow Ridge 
and Royal Peacock — are open from spring to fall and allow for-fee 
digging, with tourist-prospectors keeping any opals they find. Costs 
vary, beginning at around $60 per day to sort through tailings (loose 
material that can be sifted). Bank digging, which involves using a 
pick on ground that hasn’t yet been mined, is a little more expensive 
and strenuous. 
Call it a working vacation — one in which the potential payoff is 
personal rather than profitable. 
 “When you see a beautiful piece of opal, it’s hard to describe,” said 
Glen Hodson, owner of the Rainbow Ridge Opal Mine. “A 
photograph doesn’t even do it justice.” 
The stones, which come in many colors, all show internal, iridescent 
color. But one type is clearly the favorite. 
“Everybody seems to want a black opal,” said Julie Wilson of the 
family-run Royal Peacock Opal Mine. 
Black opals, which most dramatically display iridescent colors, were 
designated Nevada’s precious gemstone in the 1980s, Wilson said, 
after her parents, Harry and Joy Wilson, championed the cause 
before the state Legislature. Black opals are found only in northern 
Nevada’s Virgin Valley and in Australia, according to the mine 
owners. The Roebling Opal, a 2,585-carat black opal on display at 
the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History in Washington 
D.C., came from the Virgin Valley. So did the Black Peacock opal 
from the Royal Peacock Opal Mine, listed as one of the largest 
flawless gems in the book “The World of Opals,” by Allan Eckert. 
A review of the area’s geologic history explains why so many opals 
are found there. The Virgin Valley actually is an ancient lakebed, 
according to the mine owners. Eons ago, volcanic activity destroyed 
trees

, 

fragments of which gathered in the ancient lake and sank to the 
bottom. There, mired in the lakebed, those wood fragments 
disintegrated over time. Meanwhile, water and silica — a chemical 
compound found in nature — traveled through the lakebed sediment 
and filled in the space once occupied by the wood fragments.  
That’s how the opals were created. 
Finding them is another story.  
“Digging for opals is a gamble,” said Glen Miller, one of the 
shareholders of the Bonanza Opal Mines. 
About 280 people visited the Bonanza in 2010 — the most recent 
year for which Miller had data — and not all of them walked away 
with opals or with opals of great value. Still, many of those 
rockhounds are repeat customers, drawn to the mines for the rock-
hunting activity and to enjoy the surrounding desert. 

 “The experience is what I encourage people look for,” Miller said. 
The Virgin Valley is about 35 miles from Denio, a small community 
of less than 100 residents. Although there are some services in 
there, the opal mine owners advise stocking up on supplies — 
including water, gasoline and food — at the nearest Nevada city: 
Winnemucca, about 135 miles southeast of the Virgin Valley. 
Places to stay in the area include the Denio Junction Motel and the 
Virgin Valley Campground inside the Sheldon National Wildlife 
Refuge, where first-come, first-serve camping is available. The 
Royal Peacock Opal Mine has furnished cabins and trailers, as well 
as an RV park with water, electricity, a sewer system, Wi-Fi and a 
public telephone. 

Mine owners also advise travelers to bring sunscreen and water 
when digging for opals — as well as digging tools such as a rake or 
pick. Some of the mines rent tools, others offer them on a first-come, 

first serve basis. 
Once the digging begins, look for a flash of light and color. Hodson, 
the owner at Rainbow Ridge, added that opal hunters should “keep 
in mind wood shapes.” Because the opals are wood replacement, he 
said, “it might be in the shape of a twig or even a pinecone.” 
Opals found in this area have high water content, the mine owners 
explained; once they are extricated from the ground, they often will 
dry and crack. Many collectors will keep their specimens in water to 
prevent fracturing. Smaller pieces sometimes are made into jewelry, 
provided they come from pieces of opal that have dried without 
cracking badly. 
John Peterson, the rockhound who first visited the area with the 
Reno Gem & Mineral Society, has visited all three Virgin Valley 
mines, and found opals at all of them. Some of them he keeps on 
display or has given away as gifts. 
But he and his wife are still hunting. 

 “Since that first trip we continue to go back to try our luck again,” 
Peterson said. “We always find opals, but we're still trying to find that 

really nice one!” 
Breakout box 1: If you go:  
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Three opal mines offer for-fee digging in the Virgin Valley, an area in 
northern Nevada near the Oregon border. Each has a website with 
details on the opal hunting season, prices, equipment needed and 
more. 

 Bonanza Opal Mines, Inc., www.bonanzaopals.com 

 Rainbow Ridge Opal Mine, www.nevadaopal.com 

 Royal Peacock Opal Mine, www.royalpeacock.com 

 Places to stay in the area include: 

 Denio Junction Motel in Denio, about 35 miles from Virgin 
Valley; 775-941-0171, www.deniojunctionmotel.com 

 Virgin Valley campground inside the Sheldon National Wildlife 
Refuge; www.fws.gov/sheldonhartmtn/Sheldon/recreation.html 

 Furnished cabins and trailers and RV park inside the Royal 
Peacock Opal Mine; www.royalpeacock.com 

There also are places to stay in Winnemucca, about 135 miles from 
the Virgin Valley. For details, see the Winnemucca Convention & 

Visitors Authority website, www.winnemucca.nv.us. 
Breakout box 2: Black opal becomes Nevada’s state gemstone 
As told by Julie Wilson of the family-run Royal Peacock Opal Mine: 
In the early 1980s, the Nevada Bureau of Mines and Geology 
contacted Harry and Joy Wilson of the Royal Peacock Opal Mine to 
set up a display of opals at the Capitol Building in Carson City. The 
exhibit, scheduled to be shown for 30 days, was so popular that it 
was displayed for six months. The Wilsons also presented the 
Legislature with information on the how to cut and polish opals so 
they can be made into jewelry. The Virgin Valley black fire opal was 
designated Nevada’s official precious gemstone in 1987. 
From http://travelnevada.com 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

A great old article on forgotten opal from Desert 
Magazine, July, 1955 The Editor. 
 
As Americans pushed westward along the Emigrant Trail, 
paused at cool Big Meadows, then plunged into the vicious 
Forty-Mile Desert, they paid little attention to the jasper, 
obsidian and opal, the tufa domes and the Devil's Post piles 
along their route. Today, from a well settled West, modern 
Americans travel these same trails, but without hardships, 
seeking relics of those early days and the gems the pioneers 
missed. 
 

Rock Hunting Along Pioneer Trails in the 
Trinities 

By Nell Murbarger 
Photos by the author, Map by Norton Allen 

It all started when Ed Green told me there were opals in the Trinity 
Range, not over 15 miles from Lovelock, Nevada. 
I knew for certain that if there was an opal, a fossil or any other kind 
of a rock for that matter - Ed Green would be the person most likely 
to know about it. 
Born in the old mining camp of Lewis, near Battle Mountain, Ed 
moved to Lovelock Valley about 60 years ago. During those years 
he has punched cattle and hunted wild mustangs, driven stage, 
prospected in nearly every canyon in the Trinity and Humboldt 
ranges, helped launch half a dozen boom camps and owned and 
operated many mines. 
My acquaintance with Ed goes back several years - and the tips he 
has given me for feature stories have always been good. So we 
made a date to go to the Trinities. 
It was one of those custom-built mornings - clear, a trifle chilly and 
bristling with promise-as we headed out the Lone Mountain road 
toward the long brown line of hills edging Lovelock Valley on the 
west. From beneath a tarpaulin in the back of Ed's truck issued the 
cheerful, half-muffled rattle of canteen, grub box and prospecting 
picks. Beside us in the cab rode our rockhound friends, Nellie Basso 
and eight-year-old David. 

As our road took its way through long lanes of huge old cottonwood 
trees, across brimming irrigation canals and past level fields of 
green alfalfa, it seemed to me I had never known a desert oasis 
more intensely beautiful than this Lovelock Valley! 
I knew I wasn't the first to entertain this thought. While irrigation, 
here, has been a development of the past 50 years, the natural 
bounty of this wide valley has delighted men's eyes since wagon 
wheels first broke the crust of the Great Basin. This was the Big 
Meadows of the emigrant trains-one of the most anticipated 
campsites between the fertile valleys of Utah and the east flank of 
the Sierra. Here, in the midst of luxuriant forage, plentiful water and 
cool shade trees, weary wagon trains paused to recoup the strength 
of their people and animals, and to prepare for the hazard-fraught 
crossing of the Forty- Mile Desert, lying ahead. 
Grass, to provide sustenance for mules and oxen, was cut; water 
barrels and kegs were filled and drought shrunken wagon wheels 
soaked to tighten the tires. Even to the best equipped, the Forty-Mile 
loomed as a specter of madness and death, and I found myself 
wondering how many more emigrants would have fallen by the way 
had it not been for the advance succor provided by the Big 
Meadows of Lovelock Valley. 
We had left the watered flatlands now; had passed the lambing 
sheds and pole corrals of a deserted sheep ranch and were 
worming our way ever higher into the dry treeless hills. 
As Ed's truck rounded curves and bounced its way over the ruts, old 
prospect holes moved into view-one after another-each telling its 
mute story of some forgotten miner and his hopes. The low canyon 
we had been following narrowed. Our road roughened, as the hills 
grew rockier and steeper and 15 miles west of Lovelock we topped 
the summit of the Trinities and Ed coasted the truck to a halt. 
Beyond and below us spread a stark world of broken ranges and 
heat washed flats, of gray sage and dim purple horizons - a wild, 

 

Author examines basaltic formations known as The Devil's 
Postpile, near Lovelock, Nevada. 
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unpeopled vastness, in which it seemed as if a man might lose 
himself from the knowledge of everyone. 
From our vantage point, a mile above sea level, we could trace the 
thin line of the road as it wound sinuously downward to Granite 
Springs Valley, 1200 feet below us in elevation and a dozen miles 
distant. Centering that dry expanse lay the glistening white oval of 
Adobe Flat, and beyond rose the tiered ranges of the Sahwave 
Mountains, the Bluewings, the Nightingales, the Seven Troughs. 
"The north end of Pyramid Lake lays about 40 miles straight west of 
here," Ed was saying. "That little speck of green down yonder is 
Lowry Wells-the only water in this part of the range-and just beyond 
the Wells, a road turns north to the old mining camp of Velvet. 
"And this," he concluded, "is where we leave the main road and take 
off for the opal fields!" Turning to the right on a faintly visible trail, we 
bounced over a low rise and down a northerly-trending slope for a 
couple of miles to the base of a conical butte topped by volcanic 
rock. 
"This is it!" said Ed. "Try that ravine on the east side of the butte. 
And if you find any opal you can't lift, I'll come and help you!" 
They weren't precious gem opals, but they were opals, nonetheless, 
and there were many of them. 
They occurred as bladder-like fillings in a whitish-to-brown rock, 
probably of algal origin, but in which the calcium carbonate formed 
by the algae appears to have been replaced by silica and opal in 
such a way as to preserve all the organic details. From minute 
specks and paper-thin seams, those glassy-smooth fillings ranged 
upward to an inch in diameter and varied in color from opaque white 
to pastel yellow and pale blue. One specimen even exhibited a sky-
blue face marked by a vivid crescent of darker blue. 
Most of the rock carrying the opals was wholly or partially embedded 
in the ground. One such piece, which showed an exposed area no 
larger than a teacup, proved to be as large as a water bucket, with 
nearly every inch of its surface studded with small specks of opal! 
While none of the opals we found possessed any value other than 
as interesting cabinet specimens, jasper, from the same hill, was 
beautifully colored and agatized. Mottled in shades of buff and 
brown, some of the pieces were handsomely splotched with clear 
agate, while other specimens bore strong resemblance to beautifully 
agatized wood. 
Climbing the butte, we found its eroded cap composed largely of 
glistening black obsidian, in a massive formation several feet in 
thickness. Adjoining this was a thick layer of gray volcanic glass 
which had been thoroughly prospected by some earlier comer, 
perhaps in a search for perlite. From the obsidian deposit, we circled 
the top of the butte to its southwest side and there discovered a 
series of overhanging ledges, their under surfaces speckled thickly 
with strange reddish-brown nodules. 
"Those are the petrified walnuts I was telling you about," exclaimed 
Ed. "They're not really walnuts, of course. Nellie sent some of 'em to 
the State Analytical Laboratory at Reno, and they called 'em chert 
nodules. But, by golly, they look like walnuts!" And they did! 
Hundreds of the nodules, detached from the ledge and scattered 
over the hill slope below, ranged from the size of a filbert to that of a 
small hen's egg. Mostly, however, they were about the size and 
shape of an English walnut and their brown surface was wrinkled in 
much the same manner. 
"It was these nodules that led me to find the opals in the first place," 
Ed was saying. "I was hunting wild horses one day when a bad 
storm broke. I crawled under a ledge and figured I would stay dry till 
the rain stopped. While I was sitting there, waiting, I saw some of 
these nodules lying on the ground. I wondered what they were and 
began cracking them open. It was more fun than a picnic! Most of 
'em had only a lot of radiating lines, inside; but in some there would 
be a nice little opal." 
Gathering a quantity of the nodules for later sawing, we scrambled 
back down the knoll to the truck. There we ate the good lunch Nellie 
Basso had prepared, loaded our respective rocks and discussed 
plans for that portion of the adventure still to come. 

Returning to the main road, Ed retraced our route of that morning for 
three miles, after which he swung to the right on a trail that led down 
the southeasterly face of the Trinities and into a forest of strange 
tufa domes-each a graphic reminder of long-vanished Lake 
Lahontan. 
Age of these strange domes must remain largely a matter for 
conjecture, since Lahontan was a dying lake long before primitive 
man first came to dwell on its shores. Born possibly 50,000 years 
ago as melting glaciers of the last great Ice Age spread a wide sheet 
of water over this land, the lake originally had been cold and 
sparkling, around 900 feet at its greatest depth. Two hundred miles 
in length and nearly 150 miles broad it had extended over a large 
portion of what is now northwestern Nevada and northeastern 
California. 
When time and a moderating climate had brought the Glacial Age to 
its close, the shores of this great lake had begun to shrink and its 
water had grown brackish. With evaporation by sun and wind 
claiming further toll, the water had eventually become so saturated 
with mineral salts that the depositing of calcium carbonate, in the 
form of calcareous tufa, was begun. 
Along some sections of Lahontan's shoreline (notably at Pyramid 
Lake), this tufa had been laid down as great bulbous monoliths, high 
and wide as office buildings. Elsewhere it had taken the form of a 
rough frosting on boulders and cliff sides; and here, on the 
southeast flank of the Trinities, the mineral-laden waters had formed 
these high, conical domes. 
Walking over the sandy floor that separates these domes like 
stumps in a forest, we found specimens as much as 25 feet in 
height, with a base diameter less than half that great. From these 
granddaddy domes, the exhibit ranged down to little kindergarten 
domes, just getting nicely started when their algae-supplying waters 
vanished forever. 

 

Ed Green inspects one of the tufa domes which mark an ancient 
beach line of prehistoric Lake Lahontan. 
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When sufficiently weathered, the larger domes showed semi-hollow 
interiors filled with strange, angular formations, crystalline in nature. 
But why the calcium carbonate composing the interior of the domes 
had taken this form, while on their exterior it had arranged itself in 
huge down-drooping white petals, not unlike sea-coral in texture and 
appearance, is a riddle that all our probing and conjecturing and 
subsequent research has failed to answer. 
 Leaving the enigma of the tufa domes still unsolved, we rambled on 
down the wash a couple of miles to U.S. 40, where Ed suggested 
that the day's adventure might as well include a visit to "The Devil's 
Post pile," just across the line in Churchill County. 
The proposal met with unanimous favor, and after several minutes' 
drive down the main highway we were again climbing into the 
Trinities, having turned to the right on a desert trail where a nearly-
obliterated sign post indicated the way to Jessup, a mining camp 
that boomed briefly in the forepart of the century and still has a 
resident or two. 
Three miles along this Jessup road brought us to the post pile. As a 
matter of fact, there were several piles spotted over an area of 
possibly 20 acres in extent. Comprised of pentagonal (five sided) 
columns of hard brown basalt, each of the columns was as perfectly 
formed as though hewn by a master stone cutter. Some were 
straight as a telephone pole for their entire length of 12 or 14 feet; 
others were warped and twisted, as though the material of which 
they were formed had wilted while in the process of cooling and 
hardening. Each column was about eight inches in diameter, and the 
piles were corded and stacked for all the world like fence posts. Like 
the tufa domes, these basaltic postpiles are something of a 
geological mystery; yet, their occurrence is not confined to any one 
part of the world. 
The famous Devil's Wall, in Bohemia; the Devil's Causeway and 
Fingal's Cave, in the Hebrides; the Devil's Postpile, now included in 
a national monument in California, and many other occurrences less 
well known, including this strange cluster in Nevada, are all formed 
of these strange pentagonal columns. 
"I've always intended to come out and get a truckload of these posts 
for fencing my yard," said Ed. I remarked they'd be tolerably heavy. 
"Oh, sure!" he admitted. "But once they were in place, think how 
long they would last! Why, I doubt if it would even be necessary to 
dip 'em in creosote . . ." 
And I doubt it, too. Retracing our way to the Fallon cut-off, Ed turned 
upon it, into the wide barrenness of Humboldt Sink and past a sign 
that warned we were embarking on a dirt road, not patrolled and 
impassable when wet. 
Looking over that parched and barren waste, it scarcely seemed 
possible it would ever be wet again; or that it had known one drop of 
water since that centuries-ago day when Lake Lahontan had slipped 
into its final recession. 
Yet I could remember wet years when this entire flat had shimmered 
with water in which clouds were mirrored, and killdeers, curlews and 
avocets made merry. 
This, of course, had not been any residual water from Lake 
Lahontan, but only a transient accumulation from the canyons and 
overflow from the Humboldt River. But even such water as this 
seemed impossibly foreign to the parched and desiccated flat we 
were crossing. 
This gaunt white waste, with its acrid crusting of alkali and niter, 
soda and salt, was the Forty-Mile Desert of Emigrant Trail days. 
Forty miles from water-to-water; 40 miles of heat and drought, 
disaster and death, where oxen and mules choked in their own dust, 
plunging and gasping for air, falling and dying beneath their yokes 
and in their traces. Forty miles of Hell, where men went mad and 
women prayed for deliverance. 
This was a land where Western history had been made. The 
Walker- Bonneville party had passed this way in 1834. Somewhere 
on the flat, our road had crossed their long-obliterated hoof prints. 
We had crossed, too, the invisible wheel ruts of the Bidwell- 
Bartleson group of 1841, the first emigrant train to take a wagon 

over the formidable Sierra. Through here had trudged the Walker-
Chiles party of 1843, the Stevens-Townsend-Murphy party of 1844 
and the Kern-Walker portion of Fremont's party of explorers in 1845. 
The Donner Party of 1846 had toiled across this Forty-Mile Desert 
on its way to a rendezvous with death and immortality at Donner 
Summit. Beckwourth had traveled this same route; so had Sam 
Brannan, Abner Blackburn and marching legions of the unsung. 
"When I first came to Lovelock there were lots of relics still laying 
along the old Emigrant Trail," Ed was saying. "Wagon wheels and 
tires, ox shoes, lengths of iron chain, wagon hubs, even iron stew 
pots. And bones! There were scads of bones-all sorts of bones." 
About five miles from the north edge of the flat, we drew to a halt 
alongside a bleached scattering of rubbish and relics - not relics of 
Emigrant Trail days, but of a later era when visionary men had come 
into the Forty-Mile Desert to found the Desert Crystal Salt company 
and the town of White Plains.  
White Plains had never been a large or important town, but it had 
boasted a station on the Central Pacific Railroad, a telegraph office, 
post office and a store or two. For a while it enjoyed even the 
prestige of a newspaper-The Churchill News-which made its initial 
appearance March 3, 1888, and soon thereafter boasted "the largest 
subscription list of any publication in Churchill County." 
In the scattered rubbish that marked the site of the old salt works, 
lay heavy planks, rendered porous and soft by the harsh chemicals 
of the flat, but still carrying the square-cut spikes that had fastened 
them together. Here, too, were pieces of harness leather, black and 
dried, and brittle; buggy shafts, singletrees, a whip stock, fragments 
of dishes, mule shoes, several ponderous handmade wheelbarrows, 
barrel hoops, a pair of wagon wheels half-buried in the salt and 
lengths of iron pipe layered with great scales of rust. The low dikes 
of the old settling ponds were still traceable on the flat, and two 
uncovered wells were about two-thirds filled with greenish vile-
smelling water. 
Produced by solar evaporation of the brine, the salt from these 
works is said to have been among the finest that ever came out of 
the West, yet only a small percentage was sold as table salt -most of 
the yield being freighted to distant silver mills for use in fluxing the 
ore. The deposit, located about 1870, by Walter Smith, was still 
being worked when Ed came to Lovelock, but had been idle, he 
said, for around 40 years. 
The day's last point of historical and geological interest lay a mile 
farther along the Fallon road. 
"See those rocks over there?" said our guide, pointing to a conical 
affair about 300 yards to the west. "That's one of the oldest lime 
kilns in the state. 

 

Builders of this ancient lime kiln on the edge of the Forty-Mile 
Desert, made their lime from fossil gastropods found nearby. 
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First time I saw it, 50 years 
ago, it was already deserted 
and looked just the same as 
it does now!" 
It was a strange sort of kiln. 
Constructed of flat stones 
laid in mud mortar, it was 
lined throughout with fire 
brick and stood about 25 
feet high, tapering from a 
base diameter of half that 
distance to barely five feet 
across at the top. The heavy 
iron door that had closed its 
fire box, still hung in place, 
on its rusty hinges. 
"There's one thing I don't 
understand," said Nellie. 
"Why was the kiln located 
here? Where is any 
limestone to be quarried?" 
Ed grinned. "Being a 
rockhound and fossil fan, 
you'll love this: They made 
their lime out of fossil shells 
from old Lake Lahontan." 
Leading the way to a cut in 
a nearby knoll, he indicated 
a whole bank full of fossil gastropods. Snail-like in form and as much 
as an inch in diameter (although averaging about half an inch), the 
shells were perfectly preserved in every detail and packed so closely 
together there was scarcely room for any matrix between. In only a 
few minutes we were able to collect all the specimens we cared to 
carry away. 
With our return to Lovelock, about supper time, our trip register 
showed less than 100 miles traveled in the course of the day's 
adventure. As tangible evidence of our outing we had a whole series 
of new specimens for our respective cabinets - opals, jasper, 
obsidian, tufa, fossil shells, an arrowhead, a handful of square nails, 
a couple of old fashioned buttons, a purple bottle. 
But, most important of all was our collection of history. No one could 
say how many thousands on millions of years of it we had collected 
that day - history that extended all the way back to that Plutonic era 

when our obsidian and volcanic glass was being formed, and the 
basalt postpile had begun cooling and separating into its 
honeycombed segments; history that touched on the last great Ice 
Age, the birth and death of a great inland sea and the laying down of 
calcium carbonates to form the strange tufa domes along its shore. 
We had seen how the residue of that lake-its fossil shells and its 
salt-had been harvested and utilized by man in his conquest of 
desert mountains and white wastes; and, in fancy, we had walked in 
the tracks of the bearded emigrants, the men whose feet trod a 
desert waste, but whose eyes were fixed high on a shining dream. 
It had been a good day, a great adventure. Even if the plebeian 
specimens we had brought back would never shake the scientific 
world, no man could appraise and no scales could weigh the wealth 
of intangible treasure made ours by this day in the desert hills. 
From Desert Magazine, July, 1955 
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