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Fort Lewis College  

Dear alumni, family and friends: 

 This is likely to be my last letter to you.  Next year will be 
my 9th and final year as chair.  Iõll be relinquishing the duties to 
David Gonzales and since we traditionally pass the torch on April 
1st (appropriately April foolõs day) you may be seeing his words in 
next yearõs newsletter.  

 We began the year with the hiring of a new lab director, Lauren Heerschap.      
Lauren comes to us with a Masterõs from CU and has been a wonderful addition to the       
department.  In addition to keeping the department running, Lauren has also taught several     
introductory courses for us. 

 This is a fantastic time to be majoring in geology.  Weõve been receiving far more 
job opportunities, many quite well-paying, than we have students to fill. Twenty seniors will 
be presenting seminar talks this year, a number we havenõt seen in a long time. Despite 
continued poor funding from the college, I anticipate our numbers to remain fairly stable 
or hopefully increase as the need for geologists becomes more widely known. 

 I had a real treat in March by attending the combined Cordilleran/Rocky Mountain 
sections of the Geological Society of America annual meeting in Las Vegas. No, I didnõt 
win any money at the tables or get to see any showgirls, but I did get to see an amazing 8 
research presentations from Fort Lewis College students. We had by far the largest number 
of undergraduate papers by a single institution and I believe we justifiably impressed a lot 
of geologists with the amount and quality of research being conducted by our department. 

 I would like to offer a very heartfelt thanks to those who have generously         
contributed to the department over the past year.  Bill and Micki Thurston made a huge 
endowment to the scholarship theyõve been funding for the past several years.  Those of 
you who graduated more than a few years back will be happy to hear that Jack Ellingson 
and his new bride Helen have established a new scholarship for promising geology     
sophomores.  Friend of the department and adjunct professor Mary Gillam continues to 
fund her scholarship.  Kevin McCullogh (õ91) continues to be one of our most important 
contributors. Other notable donations came from: 

Four Corners Geological Society Foundation, Robert Owen (FCGS), Barrick Goldstrike 
Mines, Robert & Patricia Blair,Scott Fetchenhier (õ80), Bridget Dorsey (õ86) & Michael 
Stowers, James Ligon (father of Tyler, current student), Bikis Water Consultants, Karl & 
Laurie Marlowe (õ84), Thomas Staatz (FCGS), Elizabeth & Raymond Crawford        
(parents of Sam, ô03) 

 If I left anyone out, please accept my profound apologies.  Unfortunately, this list 
is still way too short for the number of graduates weõve produced over the years.  I know 
quite a number of you who could attribute much of your current success to your years at 
Fort Lewis.  Donõt you think now might be a good time to give something in return?  We 
desperately need alumni support in our effort to continue what I believe to be a true tradi-
tion of excellence.  

 Be sure to stop by if you're in Durango. Jim Collier 

Letter from the Department Chair  
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Itõs no secret that itõs 
been snowing this winter in   
Durango.  Fort Lewis College 
has even had three days off 
from school due to adverse 
condi t ions on campus.          
Geology majors have been   
taking the extra time to òworkó 
on senior seminar projects. Bo 
Matson, a senior who is    
graduating this spring, is       
preparing a seminar project on 
near-surface faceting of snow.  
Near surface facets and the fail-
ure associated with this layer is 
a common cause of avalanches 
in the San Juan Mountains.  

On February 6, Fort 
Lewis College was canceled  
because of snow, but Bo didnõt 
want his òlearning experienceó 
taken away by Mother Nature. 
He decided to brave the      
conditions and go skiing. Bo 
and a friend, equipped with  
avalanche beacons and probes, 
skinned up Smelter Mountain in 
search of some untouched 
snow.  As the two reached the 
summit, Bo recalls noticing 
some òwind loading at the crest 
of the mountain.ó  Regardless 

of the warning signs, the two 
turned their beacons on and 
decided that it was their duty to 
get some studying done. 

As the descent began, 
Bo sent his friend down first 
and waited several moments 
before beginning his descent.  
When Bo began his epic run, he 
skied a few yards over the crest 
of the hill and found himself 
standing on the crown of large 
avalanche. His friend was     
nowhere in sight.  Bo, being an 
experienced backcountry skier, 
knew exactly what to do.  He 
switched his beacon on and  
began skiing down the path of 
the avalanche.  When his      
beacon got him close to his 
buddy, Bo could see a hand     
protruding from the snow.  Bo 
went into òrescue modeó as he 
recalled it. After frantically    
digging, he was able to pull his 
friend from the snow.   

Someone from town 
who could see this event unfold 
had already called 911, so help 
was on the way. Following a 
brief stint in the hospital, Boõs 
friend made a full recovery.  Bo 

and his friend have skied      
together numerous times since 
that day with a new respect for 
in-town, extreme skiing.  After  
r e v i e w i n g  n u m e r o u s             
topographical maps, Bo has   
determined that the avalanche 
carried his friend over 600     
vert ical feet down the       
mountain.  The Biology          
Department is currently upset 
with Bo because numerous 
Gamble Oak trees were 
snapped by the avalancheõs   
destructive path. It has also  
recently been discovered that 
Bo really stands for òBusiness 
Only,ó because in the face of 
near tragedy he still managed to 
work on his senior seminar  
project. 

When Good Snow Days Go Bad                           By: Clinton Holnback  
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Summer Field Camp 2008                                          By: Max Kugel  

 Every successful geologist must be able to apply knowledge gained from classes and textbooks to 
field work. Strong mapping and analytical skills are a must for anyone pursuing a career in the academic 
field. It is for this reason that Fort Lewis College requires field camp, a five week-long summer field 
course, to be completed in order to receive a degree in geology. 

 In years past, students have traveled to areas such as California, Utah, Arizona, Wyoming, and  
Nevada after completing some basic, preliminary field work locally. The course focuses on geologic   
mapping, but analysis of geologic structures and processes, rock outcrops, and mineral assemblages must 
be completed to accurately map a region. Therefore, structural geology, petrology, and field methods must 
be completed prior to taking field camp. 

 The first part of the 2008 course will consist of three days of local field work in order to practice 
basic mapping skills. In the past, students have completed geologic mapping projects locally, covering ar-
eas such as Smelter Mountain and Haviland Lake. This year will consist of a similar project in order to 
familiarize students with field mapping and other techniques necessary to successfully complete field 
camp. Once this has been completed, the class will head to central Utah, according to Professor Jeff Cary.  
The class will be studying areas of thrust faults and folds associated with the Sevier Orogeny, and volcanic 
stratigraphy and hydrothermal alteration in the Marysville mining district.  This will consist of ten days in 
central Utah mapping the regional structures. Once completed, the class will return to Durango, take a 
break for a couple of days, and then head back out on the road. 

The second portion of the course will be lead by Dr. David Gonzales. Heavy winter snowfall has 
created some uncertainty as far as local mapping projects. Dr. Gonzales is planning on conducting a local 
research project, provided that enough snowmelt occurs between now and mid-June. He has done       
extensive mapping in the area, and the summer class is a perfect opportunity to complete a project while 
giving students important career skills. This portion of the course will be spent either mapping the Sultan 
pluton or researching and mapping the regional coverage of the Telluride Conglomerate, including    
analysis and interpretation of the formationõs clasts. 

Snowdown 2008                                                        By: Anya Angst  

The streets of Durango were filled with kings, knights, queens, dragons, and dragon slayers.   Fri-

day night, the whole town gathered on Main Street to watch the annual Snowdown parade.  On Saturday 

the sky was lit up by a fireworks show.  There were also many other infamous events held such as 

Carverõs polar beer plunge, Port-a-Potty stuffing, bed races, belt sander drag racesé and many more. 

Luckily, this year in Durango, the town actually had a lot of snow to celebrate. It snowed heavily 

all weekend, and unfortunately, some of the events, such as the tubercross at Hesperus, were canceled 

due to too much snow. 

On the Sunday of Snowdown Fort Lewis students discovered that there was a snow day on Mon-

day, giving an extra day of recovery from the weekendõs events.  Many students celebrated by sledding, 

skiing, or shoveling roofs.  Then on Monday, an email was sent out to students declaring that Fort Lewis 

was also closed on Tuesday for snow removal.  Many students spent the day at Purg making turns in the 

fresh powder. (Most geology majors spent the day in the optical lab knowing that Dr. Gonzales would 

still expect their lab to be done the next day.)  
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You might be a Geologist if...  

15. You have ever had to respond "yes" to the question, "What have you got in here, rocks?"  
 
14. You consider a "recent event" to be anything that has happened in the last hundred    
thousand years.  
 
13. You have ever found yourself  trying to explain to airport security that a rock hammer isn't 
really a weapon.  
 
12. You almost crash your car while looking at road cuts and driving. 
 
11. You can pronounce the word "molybdenite" correctly on the first try. 
 
10. Your rock garden is located inside your house.  
 
9. You can carry on an intellegent conversation using the words òcleavageó, òcummingtoniteó, 
òbedó, òorogenyó, òdikeó, and òschistó. 
 
8.  When asked what this rock is you say, "leverite, so leave her right thereó. 
 
7. You will walk across eight lanes of  freeway traffic to see if  the outcrop on the other side of  
the highway is the same type of  rock as the side you're parked on.  
 
6. You say "this will make a nice Christmas gift" while rock collecting. 
 
5. You find yourself  compelled to examine individual rocks in driveway gravel. 
 
4. You take special interest in granite countertops in the kitchen, and after a few minutes, will 
even produce handlenses before giving others an igneous petrology lesson. 
  
3. You have ever taken a 12-passenger van over "roads" that were really intended only for   
cattle. 
 
2. You have ever been on a field trip that included scheduled stops at a quarries and/or a    
liquor store. 
 
1. And the #1 sign you might be a geologist: You have ever uttered the phrase "Have you tried 
licking it?" with no sexual connotation involved. 
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Natural Gas and Fishing                                           By: Chris Phelps  

          Today started out like most other spring days in Durango, Colorado. The sun had been up for 
about an hour and I was already walking along the Animas River, looking for a new fishing location. With 
the numerous fish that I had caught in the past and the current conditions, this was going to be a good 
day for catching the òBig Oneó. After many minutes of contemplation (it doesnõt take long to decide to 
go fishing along the Animas River, itõs only a matter of where should I go) I decided to try a spot that I 
had passed many times. Itõs a place where I have seen many a fly fisherman caressing the water, his flies   
skimming along the surface, attracting trout. As I approached I noticed a white sign in the distance that 
said Danger, something, something, somethingé A fisherman generally has tunnel vision when he or she 
sees a river with calm open pools of water. Slowly, I approached the water as to not spook any fish that 
may be near the banks of the river. There has been more then one occasion that I have spooked a large 
fish and thought to myself, òif I were a little more careful I could have caught that oneó. Closer and 
closer, I noticed a strange smell. Not thinking too much of it, I proceeded to the water. A few cast and the 
smell returned. Usually I take a shower before I leave the house and today was no exception. The smell 
went away for a minute and it was back to casting. Then the smell returned this time, more horrendous 
then a few minutes ago. So I began to think that I did have a few dark ale beers last night, but it wasnõt the 
same gaseous rotten egg smell that I was used to. The smell passed and then returned again. I knew it 
wasnõt me so I thought to myself, òis there a dead animal nearby?ó Searching within the vicinity there 
were no animals to be found, except the guyõs dog across the river that kept jumping in the water and 
scaring all the fish. What did I expect, I was across the river from the animal shelter where there is ample 
parking and the soot beach is a nice location for dogs to go swimming. That dog wasnõt dead yet, but if he 
kept spooking my fish he was going to be. Still wondering where the smell came from, I walked further 
south from the highway bridge along the river front. Then the strangest thing occurred. There were bub-
bles coming out of the water in a shallow pool along the banks of the river. I waited a few minutes and 
saw a few more bubbles surface; oddly enough that was where the smell was coming from too. I didnõt 
know what to think at first. Bubbles are surfacing; it smells like rotten eggs, and then it dawned on me, itõs 
a hot spring, thatõs what it is. I got a little closer but had second thoughts. If this were a hot spring some 
local Durangoan would have already dug a hold and somehow devised a way to make a pool and soak af-
ter a long day of mountain bike riding. My mind began kept wondering and then it hit me like a bad odor. 
That sign that I had saw earlier said Danger, something, something, somethingé What exactly did it say? 
Then my mind began wandering even more. I remember 
catching a fish just down river from this location once 
about 2 years ago that looked like a mutation between a 
brown frog and a rainbow trout. Could this be the cause of 
the mutated fish?ó I immediately left the area and          
proceeded to the truck. On the way back, I stopped to read 
the sign. Come to find out the geology students of Fort 
Lewis College know all about this occurrence. It is caused 
by gas seeps from the Fruitland Coal Formation. This    
Cretaceous formation is well recognized in the area as a      
producer of commercially viable natural gas as well as a 
source of toxic hydrogen sulfide gas at various outcrop  
locations. Those geology classes did teach me something. 
For the purpose of curiosity, I may try to light those bubbles on fire just to see what may happen. And as 
for the mutated fish, the Colorado Division of Wildlife informed me it was an endangered species of fish 
commonly known as the Humpback ð Chub. 
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New staff member: Lauren Heerschap          Interview by: Ryan Zernis   

 As a first year staff member of Fort Lewis Collegeõs Geosciences department, Lauren         
Heerschap has the job that most students donõt see but take full advantage of.  She is the lab program 
director.  Lauren is a well-rounded individual who has been here and there on the globe.  Lauren has 
many interests that arenõt supposed to be taken lightly. 

 Lauren graduated from Wheaton College in Illinois in 2000 with a bachelorõs degree in geology 
and theology.  Applying her newly learned skills, she went on her first field experience to the Sinai  
Peninsula in Egypt.  There she assisted with a geoarcheology research project for two months.  Back in 
the state of Colorado at CU Boulder, Lauren received a masterõs degree in tectonic geomorphology, 
with an emphasis on  erosion-induced fault reactivation in Taiwan.  Her responsibilities included   
mapping, creating cross-sections, understanding the geomorphology of the region and analyzing folded 
river terraces.  This for her was a blast; she received her masters in 2003. 

 From 2003-2006, Lauren worked for the Colorado Geological Survey as an earthquake analyst.  
Her responsibilities included; fault scarp mapping and profiling, surveying paleoseismic trenches and 
estimating potential earthquake risk along different faults in Colorado. In 2004 she got married and 
spent a semester in Zermatt, Switzerland as a geology teacher for gifted high school sophomores.  

 In 2006 she and her husband moved to Durango, and Lauren worked for Oso Energy, a small 
oil and gas company.  In August 2007 she started her job at FLCõs Geoscience department as the lab 
program director.  This job is the backbone of the geosciences; while coordinating department       
business, gathering lab supplies, updating the department website and calculating the budget for the 
department, she finds time to teach a few introductory classes and labs. 

 Some future projects that Lauren would love to be involved in include more time with student 
and faculty research.  She plans to spend a lot of this summer organizing the geology field lab into a 
more usable workspace and library.   

 While not in her office you can find her in her other office, òthe outdoors.ó   You could call 
her a desert rat; running, rock climbing and skiing are her favorite activities. 

 

Interview conducted on February 28, 2008 with Lauren Heerschap 

Geoscience Department 

 FLC 1000 Rim Drive, Durango Co, 81301  

By Ryan Zernis Rpzernis@fortlewis.edu 
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     In the fall of 2007, the Fort Lewis geology department participated in the Western Slope Conference.     

The Western Slope Conference, for those of you who donõt know, is where Fort Lewis and other          

not-as-cool colleges like Mesa State, Adams State, and Western State get together on a weekend trip and 

try to outsmart and over-achieve the other geology departments.  This year the conference was held by 

Western State in Grand Junction.  As usual, the Fort Lewis geology department brought the most people, 

and, not only that, was definitely the least lame out of everyone from all the schools. Thanks to our         

department women were also in attendance on the expedition. Ray Kenny was the fearless leader, who 

showed no concern when the other college professors could not answer the questions of our inquiring 

minds.  I can safely say that if Ray was a Mortal Combat character, he would definitely be Lui Kang, fly 

kicking everyone not in the Fort Lewis geology department  upside the head. 

Winter 2008 
Ore Deposits 
Where: Morenci Mine Cliffton, Arizona 
Lead by: Dr. Dave Gonzales and Jeff Cary 
 

Guest Speakers 
Dr. Douglas Yeager 
USGS 
 
Dr. Tanya Atwater 
University of California, Santa Barbara 
 
Dr. Lukas Baumgartner 
University of Lausanne, Switzerland 
 
Carl Marlowe 
Barrick Gold 
 
 
 
 
============================  
 
If YOU would like to donate your time to 
being a guest speaker, or leading a field trip 
please contact Jim Collier.  
 
j_collier@fortlewis.edu  
 

Fall 2007 

Western Slope Conference 
Where:  Gunnison, Colorado 
Held by: Western State College 
 
Advanced Structural Geology 
Where: Snake Range, Nevada 
& Wasatch Range, Utah 
Lead by: Dr. Kim Hannula 
 
Sedimentology and Stratigraphy  
Where: Carrizo Mountains, North-eastern        
Arizona 
Lead by: Dr. Gary Gianniny 
 
Igneous/ Metamorphic Petrology 
Where: Silverton, Creede, Ross Basin, Colorado 
Lead by: Dr. Dave Gonzales and Dr. Douglas 
Yeager, USGS 
 
Igneous/ Metamorphic Petrology 
Where: Golden Wonder Mine   
Lead by: Dr. Dave Gonzales, Jeff Cary, and Mike 
Thompson 
 
Mineralogy 
Where: Harding Mine Taos, New Mexico 
Lead by: Dr. Dave Gonzales 
 

Field Trips and Guest Speakers  

Western Slope                                                 By: Jennifer Thogerson  
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Dear Geo-Diver, Our department is crawling with attractive men. Why arenõt any of them attracted to me?  
Sincerely, Lonely Geologist 
 
Dear Lonely Geologist, Sadly most of the men in the geology department would rather see a nice mineral 
specimen than a naked woman.  My suggestion would be to wander over to the psychology department, Iõm 
sure thereõs someone over there who will listen to your problems. 
 
Dear Geo-Diver, Where has the water gone that once came out of Mammoth Hot Springs in Yellowstone? 
Sincerely, Geo Freshman 
 
Dear Geo Freshman,  I refuse to do your homework for you.  Your best bet would be to ask someone of a 
higher power, which got me through Mineralogy.  I suggest a magic 8 ball for the easy questions and a Ouija 
board for the more difficult ones. 
 
Dear Lady Geo-Diver, Why are all the geology boys so hot? Is there something in the water?  
Sincerely, Rock Momma 
 
Dear Rock Momma, Yes the men in this department are ruggedly attractive.  Thereõs just something about a 
buff, dirty man women go crazy over.  Unfortunately, the men in this department are too bright.  This is a 
downfall since only the dumb ones can be easily manipulated by us women.  I suggest if youõre looking for an 
attractive man with fewer brain cells, look over in the exercise science department. 
 
Dear Lady Geo-Diver, Is it possible to fall in love in Las Vegas? Sincerely,  Longing for Last Week 
 
Dear Longing, I suppose the GSA trip to Vegas went better than expected for you.   Love at first sight is usu-
ally reserved for the movies, but it feels like anythingõs possible when youõre on vacation.  Itõs a difficult thing 
to describe, but love is not always easy to understand.  Itõs somewhat like Optical Mineralogy, pretty to look at 
and hard to get right.  Yes itõs possibleé but in the city of sin, I fear love costs extra.  
 

Dear Geo-Diver, Where should I go to grad school, the Colorado School of Mines or the University of Mani-
toba in Canada? Sincerely, Graduating Senior 

 
Dear Graduating Senior, Canada eh? Whatõs that abut eh?  Canadians canõt even decide if theyõre French or 
not, eh?  Would you rather watch hockey and eat maple syrup or watch football?  Canada is cold, eh?  Do you 
enjoy wearing flannel to fit in?  I would recommend The Colorado School of Mines because Iõm American and 
youõre in America.  The only cool thing about Canada I can think of is that the letter Z is pronounced òZed.ó 
 
Dear Geo-Diver, Why do so many geology majors work in the liquor industry? 
Sincerely, Underage geologist 
 
Dear Underage geologist, Have you taken Optical Mineralogy?  The only time you can tell one mineral from 
another is while intoxicated.  We work in the liquor industry because we geology kids are poor and these jobs 
provide us not only with plentiful cheap booze, but a pay check.  This allows us to prey on the business majors 
who have time to go out and drink.  Since geologists multitask well, we are able to drink and work. 

Ask the Geo - Diver and Lady Geo - Diver  
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When November comes around in the San Juans, anticipation of the coming ski season heightens. 

Predictions and rumors spread to feed the hungry skiers who have nothing to do but make predictions and 

spread rumors. In November, meteorologists were forecasting a La Niña event. This usually brings warm dry 

conditions to the southwestern United States and in mid-December we had received minimal snowfall in the 

San Juans. There were people around in t-shirts drinking pina coladas. It was hell on Earth.   

 In the second week of December, a storm came that brought around 5 feet of snowfall to some 

places in the mountains. Another large storm hit in the second week of January, at the beginning of the    

winter semester. This storm dropped 3-6 feet over three days in the mountains. Since then, there has been 

what seems like a continuous string of winter snowfall in the San Juans. Measuring stations in the San Juan 

Basin reported annual snowpack at 160-170% of average. Fort Lewis has canceled classes on three different 

days this semester. Most professors have never even seen a snow day.  

      All of our local ski mountains have enjoyed healthy snow conditions almost the entire season. Wolf 

Creek and Silverton Mountain had 465ó and 439ó totals at one point during the season. Telluride and      

Purgatory also had accumulation of  295ó and 260ó totals during the season. If anyone hasnõt managed to ski 

powder every day this season, it is their own fault. This season, Telluride managed to open Palmyra Peak, a 

13,320 foot chunk of tuff off of Prospect Ridge. 

In the world of inbounds hike-to ski terrain, this 

is a major accomplishment on their part. With 

this opening and last seasonõs late opening of 

Black Iron Bowl, it appears that Tellurideõs new 

CEO, Dave Riley, aims to make this one of the 

most premier mountains in the Western Hemi-

sphere. Right now he is pushing for a proposal 

to build a lift into the Bear Creek drainage, one 

of Tellurideõs most popular back country stashes.  

 With the great ski conditions in south-

western Colorado also come avalanches. The 

San Juans are considered by some to be the most 

dangerous avalanche area in the United States. 

The Colorado Avalanche Information Center, 

CAIC, reports an average of 500 annual ava-

lanches in the San Juans. They estimate that this 

number is close to 50% of total avalanches for 

the region. So far there have been four deaths 

caused by avalanches across Colorado, but none 

in the San Juans. Although a small handful of 

people have been caught in avalanches in the 

area this year, none have died. That good news  
  

Skiing the San Juans                                          By: William Johnston  


