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MINERAL COLLECTING IN ANTRIM MMCT ((97€>é[3]l7—l9 by Peter Francis

vhen an English collector thinks about Antrim, if he ever does at all, he
most probably recalls that zeolitee are found there & not much else. This
is true insofar as zeolites & their relations are Antrim's main collect=
ing minerals, but to cast it off at that is an injustice. In fact, having
collected minerals here & on the mainland for about 12 years now, I don't
honestly think that I've founu any other area where collecting is so
rich, so easy & so rewarding. Perhaps when you read this article you
might come round to seeing why that ise

One obvious advantage, before even considering the zeolites themselves,
is that mineralogy & lapidary, common hobbies on mainland Britain now,
don't seem to have crossed the Irish Sea as yet. This may be a bad thing
in some respects - there's only a handful of people that I know who share
my hobby, for instance - but from a collecting point of view, it's a
remarkably good thing. There's not many places in England where you can
go & find that no one else has been there before you, but in Antrim it's
2 very rare event when somcone beats you to it. Coupled with the fact
that most collecting localities are quarries (or, rather, most quarries
are collecting localities), where the rock is fresh & specimens are rea-
dily accessible, there's very little to be saicd against Antrim from a
collector's point of view. An added bonus is that within a radius of
about 8 miles of Belfast lie dozens of quarries - some of them the best
collecting localities in the Province. :

Antrim then is competition-free. But what of the zeolites themselves ?
Problems of identification, particularly of the fibrous or acicular zeo-
lites, tend to put people off, & even many professional geologists here
prefer to call them simply 'zeolite minerals', rather than make any att-
empt at proper identification. With a little experience, however, small
differences in cleavage, lustre, or sometimes form begin to stand out, &
with most you wonder how they ever confused you in the first place. It's
a little like learning to tell iron pyrites from chalco or arsenopyrites.

The zeolites were formed at the close of volcanism in Ireland some 45m
years ago. Hydrothermal water (such as you see as geysers or hot springs
today) percolating through the basalt pile, caused partial solution of
the plagioclase feldspars, among others. This led to the crystallising
out of zeolites in gas cavities, cooling joints & so on, within the
basalt. (Zeolites are, in fact, closely related 1o the feldspars.)

Differences in the temperature & types of dissolved material in these hot
solutions produced various zeolite zones or assemblages. For instance,
vertically through the basalt are three main assemblages, related mainly
to water temperature. On the east coast salt water entered the basalt, &
in the north are quartz-saturated tholeiite basalts. Each of these pro-
duced its own particular suite of minerals.

Some zeolites, especially mesolite & faroelite, consist of very fine
white needles, looking a little like fibres of asbestos. It is most
likely that these were deposited by direct crystallisation from gases -
right at the very end of volcanic activity. These are sublimate zeolites.

The zonal arrangement of the zeolites was, in fact, mapped in the late
50s by Dr George Walker, now a lecturer in volcanics at Imperial College,
London. This mapping is very valuable as a basis for determining what
zeolites are found where, but only as a broad classification. Within each
zone are various sub-zones. For instance, a dyke, perhaps, gave easy
access to water solutions rich in analcite, & so abnormally large anal-
cite develops close to it. Similarly the tops of flows - rich in free
silica due to weathering at the time - fostered the growth of stilbite,
whilst apophyllite is only found in the massive flow centres. Such small
scale variations may seem of little importance, but without them the var-
iety & even excitement of minerals here would be greatly depleted.

Basalt eruption in Antrim was in two main phases, each pouring out
alkali, olivine-rich lavas - these are the 'Lower' & 'Upper' basalts &
contain particular assemblages of minerals. The north, however, had an

i

?ﬂ?TTkZ)

o 3S)

g i 9
o

&

‘opoa vy

>4 \ng.)mapa(\}”% o

&y ‘
7480 iy ‘YLa LG POy



extra eruptive phase which resulted in the 'Middle'! basalts, & these dif-
fer in that they are quartz-rich tholeiites, as I puinted out earlier.
These produced a particularly quartz-rich mineral assemblage, entirely
different from the alkali basalts. The differences can perhaps be illus-
trated by describing the minerals to be found in each.

To begin with the Lower &-Upper basalts, one of the best areas for col-
lecting is a line of quarries on the edge of the basalt plateau, just
north of Belfast. In the west, (at Sale's Corner, near Lisburn), is a
quarry which is literally 'loaded' with large (1" - 13") white & usually
perfect crystals of analcite (garnet-like in shape). The rock is so full
of crystals that it can't be used as roadfilling, & so it has beem pushed
to a disused arm of the quarry, whilst in another part of the quarry
natrolite growth was preferred. To try & describe a zeolite to someone
who has possibly never seen a good specimen is difficult, but basically
natrolite occurs as domes up to an inch across, which often mergze into
one another & are composed of very fine white fibres in 'fan' arrangement
almost like a white tiger's eye. Set in a matrix of small, water clear
analcite, with the odd growth of mesolite hairs over the top, this mat-
erial really looks attractive. Yet again, in another 2rm of the same
quarry, very good stilbite groups appear in the top of a flow. This min-
eral forms unusual crystals - 'haysheath' shaped in fact, with very lust-
rous faces & cleavage. Groups of 3" crystals form up to 6" x 4" or so.

All of these minerals, among many others, form part of the normal assem-
blage for the olivine basalts (but local abnormalities led to each being
developed to a greater degree than the 'matrix' crystals). However, as I
mentioned, other assemblages occur, in East & North Antrim. In East Ant-
rim where salt waters entered the lavas, the main effect was that the
sodium in the brine produced gmelinite - a sodic variety of chabazite
(which is normally a potash zeolite). This mineral forms beautiful,
biterminated, hexagons scattered over natrolite or analcite or both. The
assemblage is also unusual in that certain ions in the water (probably
iron), caused red colouration of the zeolites formed during -the t!salty"
phases in =ziiect this means that gmelinite & its associates are even more
beautiful in that they occur as light pink to dark orange crystals,
Previously-formed crystals are generally white or clear, so that these
groups can look very attract ve.

In North Antrim the quartz-saturated tholeiite basalts produced the third
main assemblage. Free silica in the water was redeposited in amygdales
(gas bubbles), as chalcedony or white opal. Normally the chalcedony
entirely filled these cavities, but at Craignahulliexr near Portrush, one
can occasionally find vugs composed of reniform chalcedony (often with
quartz crystals grown in towards the centre), that simply fall out of the
rock as little pots up to about 8" x 4". (These are perhaps my favourite
Antrim specimens.) The same quarry is in fact Britain's finest locality
for phillipsite - large, white, highly twinned crystals - about lem
across in groups up to 7" x 5", & recent reworking in the quarry has
uncovered some really outstanding pieces. -

Quarries such as these also demonstrate how 'classic! collecting local-
ities - the better known ones on the mainland & abroad, such as the
Giant's Causeway, Kenbane Head & Scant Hill - have been surpassed by new
exposures arising out of the boom in basalt quarrying. Similar or better
quality minerals are now more readily available. For instance, the
Giant's Causeway - well known as 2 locality for chalcedony & phillipsite
- is now second to Craignahullier Quarry. Similarly, natrolite as good as
that from Kenbane Head is more plentiful at a quarry near Larne. This is
contrary to the belief of many minerzlogists in ﬁﬁéland.

But perhaps the most exciting aspect of collecting here, from a personal
standpoint, is the chance of finding a new mineral occurence, or even a
new mineral. Gyrolite, garronite, .arnite, scautite & .several others were
all discoverecd here for the first time, within the last 20 or 30 years, &
new records for Ireland & Britain are not altogether uncommon. What this
means in effect is that every unusual crystal, or coating, or clay min-
eral that I find is taken home & identified as completely as possible,

- 18 = (Contd on P 19)
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NEWS FROM THE PAPERS

(WEH = Western Evening Herald; WI = Western Independent;

WMN = Western Morning News)

Recession hits ECC profits WEH 20 6 75
In the six months to 31 3 75 the English China Clay group profits reached
£M7.04 against £17.69 previously. Sales expanded by £M6 to £1160. A sig-
nificant improvement in trade is expected in the early autumn months.

New move over Moor china clay tip site : WEH 20 6 75
Devon planners to consider a new proposal by Watts, Blake, Bearne & Co
for tipping china clay waste at Shaugh Moor.

A rich heritage of white hopes : . WMN 9 775
Wheal Martyn museum described, with a photo of the 18' waterwheel.
WILD-GOAT RESCUE IN CLAY PITS W e 79

Two of the wild goats known to have been roaming the Stenalees china clay
area for many years were rescued by the RSPCA & St Austell firemen in an
operation lasting five hours. Sad ending - both goats later died.

A miner asks: Where's all the glamour? - WI-10:8.75
Extracts from an article in Mebyon Kernow's official magazine "Cornish
Nation" by miner Jack Webb of Wheal Jane. He attacks the nostalgia over
Cornwall's past, describing every bal chimney as a memorial & every des-
erted mine shaft a mass grave. "The infamous smelters' ring, the unscrup-
ulous mcrchants, the notorious mineral lords, the crooked Duchy officials
were, with all too few exceptions, as Cornish as their eseees victims,"

I AM STILL CLERK, SAYS FRED T ey R 16 B0 S
Mr Fred Trull, deposed Clerk & expelled member of the Cornish Stannary
Parliament, said that, with fewer than 16 of the 24 members present at

the meeting which expelled him, he was still Clerk & would organise a.nev _,

election. Mr Brian Hambley,-Speaker of the parliameat, sad@-that ne ore
would be likely to give a damn about Mr Trull's views any more .
Fight for Moor site joined by author - WBH.69 15

Archaeologist & author Jacquetta Hawkes joins the battle to save "Area Y"
a 130 acre section of Shaugh Moor. She has written to the Secretary of
State for the Department of the Environment 'begging him to intervene',
Mine memorics : 2 : WMN 11 9 75
A reference to Vol 6 No 2 of this Journal mentioning the circulation
arrangements between the PMMC & EGMS; also the mining superstitions item.
Arsenic pollution fears voiced : WEH 7 10 75
The Plans Sub-Committee of the West Devon Council were told that arsenic
pollution of water courses could result from the disturbance of mine
waste around Tavistock & its use as hard core for road-building. The
South-West Water Authority were firmly against any such disturbance. The
sub-committee turned down an application for removing waste from Wheal
Emma, near Gulworthy. : :

WARNING ON DANGER OF FLOODING QUARRY = i b RBS G4 10 T5

"Concern has been caused by reports that disﬁsed ﬁiiﬁinstone Quarry, owned

by Devon County Council & kept dry by continuous pumping at a cost of
£1,500 per annum, is to be flooded. A geologist's report in 1971 stated
that after flooding, a large rock fall could cause a surge wave which
could over-top the rock sill on the opposite side & possibly have very

serious consequences. Capacity of the quarry is 33 million gallons.
L R R s T ****_*********** KKK R R K A K F KXo W eI YK WK XK K Ko WK N WK KN

MINERAL COLLECTING IN ANTRIM (Continued)

This can be taken too far sometimes - my room is crowded with basalt, all
showing one tiny speck of some strange mineral but, all the same, there's
not many mineralogists who wouldn't like to find a new one, & Antrim is a
likely place. I like to think this isn't too much wishful thinking.

In summary, whilst Antrim is not considered as classic as Devon, Cornwall °

or Derby for good samples, collectors here are perhaps more fortunate.
True, our minerals can largely be classed as 'zeolites', but this is pri-
marily a chemical classification, & certainly the range of large crystals,
unusual crystals, mineral forms & rare minerals has not bored me yete
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