Local Sapphires sourcestill remainamystery

Dear Science Mine: | have heard that sap-
phires can be found near Butte. Is this true?
Where do they come from?

— A Butteresident

Theanswer toyour first questionis
simple-yes.

Y our second questionisan excellent
questionthat | wish | could answer for sure.

Sapphireshavebeen minedintermittently
from Dry Cottonwood Creek northwest of

Buttesincetheir
Science Mine  discovaryingravel
E 2 o A about1889,
B ¥ probably by gold
miners. Until 1943

whenman-made
sapphirecameinto
usefor watch
bearings, huge
quantitiesof
sapphiresfrom
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wereminedforthis
use. Now Montanasapphiresaremined solely
for thegemstonemarket. Closer toButte,
sapphiresarereported to occur inthegravels
along Brown’ sGulchand also Flume Gulch.
Therearealso several reportsof sapphires
having beenfound inthegravelsalong
Whiskey Gulchjust west of Butte. A few
yearsago arecreational miner washing gravel
for gold near the confluence of Whiskey

Gulchand Silver Bow Creek found avery
pal e green sapphireabout thesizeof alarge
peainhisrocker.

Sapphireswereal so recovered during
gold mininginthelower four milesof Low-
land Creek. Sapphires may be confused
with quartz (I have madethismistake) but
thosefrom Dry Cottonwood Creek or
Lowland Creek aretypically faintly colored,
usually avery palegreen or blue, and havea
frosted surface ascompared to the glassy
surfaceof quartz.

Thebedrock source of the sapphiresfound
ingravel not only inthe Buttearea, but also
east of Helenaal ong the Missouri River and
inthe Rock Creek (Gem Mountain) area
west of Philipsburg, isone of thegreatest
puzzlesin Montana geology. Thetotal
amount of sapphiresthat hasbeen mined
from these deposits, mainly for watch bear-
ings, isestimated to be at least 50tons. Y et,
inspiteof morethan 100 yearsof searching,
thebedrock sourcefor all of those sapphires
hasnot been discovered.

Geologistsdiffer, asthey usually do, asto
thesource. At thisstageof our knowledge
therearethree competing hypotheses:

B The sapphires come from metamor-
phicrocksin the Bitterroot Mountains
west of the Bitterroot River;

B They come from metamorphic rocks
on thewest flank of the Sapphire
Range; or

B They comefrom volcanicrocks
related to those that form Big Bultte.
Thereispretty good evidencethat
sapphiresfrom Dry Cottonwood Creek
weathered out of vol canic rocks. Several
sapphiresfrom Dry Cottonwood Creek have
small amountsof adhering vol canicrock
whichissimilar tothat found at the head of
thiscreek. However, until someoneactually
findsasapphireinanoutcrop of rock, we
cangoonarguing about it.
If weknew all of theanswersit
wouldn’t beany fun.

Dick Berg iscurator of the
Mineral Museumand senior research
geologist for the Montana Bureau of
Mines and Geology, Butte, Montana.

How does a GPSwork? Why is
the sky blue? Need to know? You ask
the questions and Montana Mind
Expansion — a group of Butte
professionals and lay peoplewith
expertisein all fields of science and
engineering —will provide the answer.
Send your most perplexing query to
The Science Mind, care of The
Montana Sandard, Box 627, Butte
59703; or Colleen Elliott, geological
engineering, Montana Tech,
celliott@mtech.edu. This column runs
Saturdaysin The Sandard.




