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SAPPHIRE DIGGIN' IN MONTANA 
by Chalmer L. Steed 

For those of you who have never experienced digging, screening, and 
toting 50 pound buckets of gravel concentrate down a muddy, steep 
mountain path to the creek below to finish screening out sapphires, you 
have a treat coming. Prepare to get dirty, muddy, wet and tired. Is it 
all worth it? You're Darn Tootin'. Sapphire fever is the same as gold 
fever to some folks. You are always hoping that the next shovelfull 
will yield a bonanza in large, beautiful stones that will make your labor 
a very rewarding experience. 

But first, let's back up. What is a sapphire? Don't be misled by cheap 
synthetics on the market. Although beautiful, they don't compare with 
natural gem sapphires. A remarkable feature of sapphire is its hardness. 
Except for diamond, it is the hardest stone in the world. It rates 9 on 
the Mohs's scale, diamond being 10. Sapphires are a variety of the 
mineral corundum that is transparent or translucent. Essentially they 
are aluminum oxide; but some of the aluminum is often replaced by small 
amounts of chromium, titanium or iron, or a combination of these. The 
chromium is said to be responsible for the red shades, titanium for the 
blue, and iron for the yellow. Although the best known sapphires have 
tints of blue, they exist in all colors of the rainbow. The red 
sapphLre, however, is known to the world~as a ruby. 

After talking to Jerry and Chris Conley and seeing their beautiful 
sapphires they collected at Gem Mountain Mine, Bobbie and I decided to 
meet them this summer at the mine. The sapphire mines are located in 
one of the most beautiful areas of Montana, surrounded by the Bitterroot 
National Forest in the Sapphire Mountain Range in western Montana. 

W~ 8rrived at the mine a day ahe~4 of the ~onleys. It-~as raining so ¥e 
decided to go to Phillipsburg for lodging, which is approximately 25 miles 
from the mine. We found a nice motel--nothing fancy but it was clean. 
Phillipsburg is an old pictu~esque mining town rich in history. Everyone 
we talked to in that town was so hospitable and very pleasant--like 
family. That evening we received a call from the Conleys. They said 
they were staying in Butte that night and would meet us at the mine the 
next morning. 

Next morning after breakfast Bobbie and I headed back, in the rain, to 
the mine thinking the Conleys would be waiting for us. However, that 
was wishful thinking. We arrived at the mine about 7:30 A.M. and you 
know old Jerry didn't show up until 9:30 or 10:00. I asked him if he 
ate his lunch before coming up the mountain because half of the day was 
over. We had a laugh and signed up to go on up the mountain to the 
diggings. We loaded up our car and proceeded up the mountain being led 
by a 4wd. to show us the way. Now this mountain road left a bit to be 
desired. It's not a highway or a graded road. It's what we would call 
a mud road back on the farm, and not a very good one at that. Neverthe­
less, it wound up through the beautiful pine and aspen trees along a 
stream until we found a large enough mud hole to park in. We proceeded 
on foot from there. Our trail boss led us up a mud-slickened path and 
told us this was a likely place. He carried a shaker up to our diggings. 
We carried pick, shovels, buckets and screens. He helped us get started 
and we took it from there. 

Top soil has to be removed first, then there is a layer of silt, rocks 
and gravel, which is screened out. The screenings are saved and carried 
back down the mud-slickened path, which is straight up and down, to the 
creek below. The gravel is rescreened in the water to wash the silt out . 

.. . Continued 
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This is similar to panning for gold. Sapphires are heavier than other 
rocks and they settle to the bottom of the screen while shaking it. Then 
when the screen is flipped over the sapphires will be laying on top. 

After a few short hours of this, another bad storm began brewing. We 
packed 
We still 

up and came down 
had a good day! 

off the mountain tired, muddy, wet, and hungry 

I asked 
got the 

myself, "Would 
sapphire fever. 

I do it again?" You're Darn To 'otin Pardner! I've 

Reference: Sapphire data are from a mine brochure. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
JUNE MEETING PROGRAM RECAP 

Edward Goldworthy presented an interesting slide program on channel 
jewelry. He showed us different designs, soldering techniques, and the 
steps for completing finished jewelry. Some beautiful pieces were 
displayed. 

Al Hermosillo, Program Chairman 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
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NOTES FROM THE 1988 CFMS/NOCG&MS SHOW MEETINGS 
JULY 17 -- Packets will be going out in November. We need to 
start work on fillers. Ideas were shared about the signs we 
will be needing at the fairgrounds. Mememtos, ribbons and 
certificates were discussed. The banquet theme needs to be 
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motional table or booth at the Long Beach La Pacifica Show 
in July, the Santa Monica Red Carpet Show in December and 
Quartzsite in February 1988. Brochures for Southland attrac­
tions will be picked up. We are still considering a treasure 
hunt as one of the Show activities. We also plan to have a 
paleontologist lead a hike to a nearby fossil bed. 

AUGUST 14 -- Bill Burns and Jack Radebaugh attended an Orange 
Coast M. & L. Soc. club meeting. Their members offered to 
help us with our Show. Sally Wolfe was at our meeting and 
offered to serve at our information booth. Other members 
said they would gather Southland attraction information for 
us which will be used at the booth during the Show. Show ORANGE 
committee members voted to provide a phone. The subject of 
loud speakers was discussed. The Smithsonian Institute has JUBILEE 
a raw 22,OOOK champagne-colored topaz that will be faceted. 
We will try to get this for one of our special exhibits. The OF 
California Federation Newsletter will be continuously 
carrying publicity for the Show starting with their next issue. GEMS 
For Friday night of the Show weekend it was suggested that 
there be 35 minutes for a CFMS program followed by an ice 
cream social. 

Virginia Page, Editor 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

AFMS NEWS 
The goal of AFMS is "to unite the earth science clubs throughout the 
United States and to coordinate activities." 

From AFMS Newsletter 6/87, Diane Dare, Sen. Reg. VP 


