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March 15th meeting - I.S.T. BUILDING:
 

Most everything you wanted to
know about 

The Rancho La Brea Tar Pits
and George C. Page Museum,

 Los Angeles, California
  

by Dr. Charles E. Miller, Jr.
 

   Our March meeting will be held Wednesday the 15th;
NOTE THE LOCATION:  Room 113 Information
Sciences & Technology (IST) Building (which bridges
North Atherton St.) on the west side of the Penn State
campus in State College, PA.  It is the building to the left
of Earth & Engineering Sciences Building (EESB) when
viewed from our usual parking lot.  The room is on the
ground floor, accessible from either the end door facing
EESB or the main door at the corner of the parking lot
near Atherton St.  Maps are available on our web site.  
  6:45 to 7:45 p.m.:   Social hour, 

         refreshments in the hallway
  7:45 to 8:00 p.m.:  announcements, questions, answers
   about 8:00 p.m.:   featured program 
 

The event has free admission, free parking, and free
refreshments, and is open to all; parents/guardians must
provide supervision of minors.   Bring your friends and
share an interesting evening!                              -Editor 
   

    This world-famous National Natural Landmark in
Hancock Park of Los Angeles is best known for its
million-plus bones of saber-tooth cats, dire wolves, giant
ground sloths, mastodons and mammoths, and other
animals that lived from 38,000 years ago to the present.
See the complete, illustrated article starting on page 4.
 

GEODE NIGHT POSTPONED
 

We regret that we were unable to schedule Geode night
for March as planned.  We will try to reschedule.
 
 

ATTENDING  THE  MARCH  MEETING?
Donations of  a few high quality, labeled 

door prize specimens  are invited.
Bring a friend! 

NOTE  LOCATION: IN I.S.T. BUILDING

Minerals Junior Education Day 
Saturday, April 1, 2017

For families with kids in grades 1-8
  

Planning is almost complete for NMS’s 22nd Annual
Minerals Junior Education Day.  It is set for Saturday,
April 1, at Central Pennsylvania Institute of Science
& Technology at Pleasant Gap, the same location as
the last two years.  All we need now is 200 kids to
come and have a great time with their parents!  They
should register in advance ($5 per child); registration
is planned to open on Tuesday March 14 on our web
site, <http://www.nittanymineral.org/>.  Registration by
e-mail <nittanymineral.org@gmail.com> or by phone,
814-234-4532, is also possible.  Part of registration is
choosing an approximate entry time: 9:30 a.m., 9:45,
10:00, 10:30, 11:00, 11:30, noon, or 12:30 p.m.  Please
help spread the word - we want a great turnout!  A
printable flyer is available on our Junior Ed web page.
      

      At this event, kids get an empty egg carton when
they check in, then go to a series of stations, each
concerning a different aspect of mineral properties,
rocks, fossils, etc.  They learn about the topic from a
demonstration or discussion, and receive a properly
labeled specimen or educational item related to the topic,
so they gather a whole collection in their egg carton.
Educational stations set for this year are:

Gold panning, Gemstone cutting & polishing,
Fossil bones, Sphere grinding machine,
Fossil shells, Crystal structure & formation,
Ultraviolet fluorescence,  and more; there is also a

sales table with kid-friendly prices. 
  

NMS is very grateful to all the members, other
volunteers and donors who make this event a success
year after year.  Volunteers may contact the event
coordinator, Frank J. Kowalczyk: 
  frank.j.kowalczyk@gmail.com     or      814- 238-8874

                   

Learning
activities 
at the
Second
Annual
Minerals
Junior Ed.
Day back
in 1996.
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 FEDERATION NEWS
 

    Nittany Mineralogical Society, Inc., is a member of
EFMLS, the Eastern Federation of Mineralogical and
Lapidary Societies, and therefore an affiliate of AFMS,
the American Federation of Mineralogical Societies.
We present brief summaries here in order to encourage
readers to see the entire newsletters.
  

      The EFMLS Newsletter is available through the
link on our web site  www.nittanymineral.org, or
remind Dave Glick to bring a printed copy to a meeting
for you to see.  The March issue’s President’s note
discusses methods for maintaining a good program for
juniors.  The Wildacres Workshops (there may still be
time to register for the May 22-28 session) are described

and discussed, and the class lists for both May and
September sessions are provided.
 

The AFMS Newsletter is available by the same
methods; the March issue opens with discussion of the
recent proposed rules for fossil collecting on BLM land.
The President warns against e-mail scams previously
described.  There’s an invitation to the AFMS Show &
Convention Taking place June 9-11 in Ventura,
California: “Ventura Rocks the Nation!”  Donations
of specimens for the Endowment Fund drawing are
invited.
 

 Please see the web sites for the complete
Newsletters.   There’s a lot there!               -Editor 



March,  2017                            NITTANY  MINERALOGICAL  SOCIETY  BULLETIN                              page 3 

Same event, different era: Another shot from the
Second Annual Minerals Junior Education Day, 1996.
Please see page 1 and help us publicize the event this
year, April 1, 2017.

Geo-Sudoku
by David Glick 

  

    This puzzle contains the letters ABEHIORSV.  One row
or column spells something we can learn about animals at
the tar pits . As usual, if you’ve read this issue, you’ve seen
the word, or a variation of it.  Each block of 9 squares, each
row, and each column must contain each of the nine letters
exactly once.  The solution is on page 8. 
 

I

S A E R

E V R B

R V S O H

O V B E A

E B

E R I H

H B V R I

O S E R

GEM & MINERAL SHOW by
Che-Hanna Rock & Mineral Club, Inc.

A (501c3) not-for-profit organization
  

Saturday March 25, 2017     9 a.m. – 5 p.m.
Sunday March 26, 2017   10 a.m. – 4 p.m.

  

** NEW LOCATION **
Wysox Vol. Fire Co. Social Hall

111 Lake Road, Wysox, Pa
  

Outstanding Geological Exhibits
Presented by

Carnegie Museum of Natural History and
Susquehanna River Archaeological Center

  

Special Exhibit and Silent Auction by 
Carnegie Museum

Fossil/ Artifact Exhibit by S. R. A. C.
  

Demonstrations of Cabochon Making
  

Geode Cutting
  

Fluorescent Mineral Programs by UV-Bob
Sat.--11am--1pm--3pm  Sun.-12 noon--2pm

 

 www.chehannarocks.com
 

FOOD AVAILABLE ON PREMISES
Donation Requested: Adults  $3.00    

Students  $1.00    Under 8 Free

APRIL AND MAY : 
NMS Meetings Return to EES Building

 

After this month, our remaining Spring meetings
are planned for our usual “environment” in Earth &
Engineering Sciences Building, April 19 in room 116
(smaller auditorium) and May 17 in 114 (larger
auditorium).  

Franklin County Rock & Mineral Club
39th Annual Gem - Mineral & Jewelry Show

March 25 & 26, 2017
Saturday 10 a.m. - 5 p.m. 
Sunday 10 a.m. - 4 p.m. 

Jewelry - Gemstones - Minerals - Fossils
Displays - Demonstrations - Door Prizes

Hamilton Heights Elementary School
1589 Johnson Road
Chambersburg, PA

Directions: Exit 16 off Interstate 81 at Route 50 West.
Travel through Chambersburg 2.2 miles to traffic

signal at Sollenberger Rd.  Turn right on Sollenberger
Road and go 1.0 mile; keep right onto Johnson Rd.

  The school is 0.3 mile on the left.  
Show entrance at the rear.

Admission 5.00 Children under 12 free with adult.
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Figure 1:  Pleistocene mastodon (front), mammoth (middle), and American
camel (back) displayed in the George C. Page Museum.  (Image by the author.)

Figure 2: Aerial view of Hancock Park in Los Angeles.   
(nytimes.com)

Figure 3: A 1924 aerial view of Hancock Park.  Note
oil derricks in the background. Compare to Figure 2.
(miraclemile.com).  

Most everything you
wanted to know about
The Rancho La Brea 

Tar Pits and 
George C. Page Museum,
 Los Angeles, California

 
Dr. Charles E. Miller, Jr.

 

This world-famous National Natural
Landmark in Hancock Park of Los
Angeles is best known for its million-
plus bones of saber-tooth cats, dire
wolves, giant ground sloths, mastodons
and mammoths (Figure 1), and other
animals that lived from 38,000 years ago
to the present.  It is the better known of
three asphalt pits in southern California
and of others in Peru, Trinidad, Iran,
Russia, Venezuela, and Poland.  In
addition to the pits, there is also the George C. Page
Museum (Figure 2) that houses the fossils, coordinates
excavations/research, and offers public exhibits. 
 

This landmark is replete with contradictions, ironies,
and misconceptions.  Its name is a misnomer.  The
substance that oozes to the surface is not tar, but asphalt.
Tar is a manmade material.  The pits are in a natural setting
surrounded by urban development.  Hancock Park is along
famous Wilshire Boulevard (Figure 2).  The name “The La
Brea Tar Pits” is a tautological name – i.e. a compound
name of which each part means the same thing. “The La
Brea Tar Pits” means “the the tar tar pits.”  Although the
asphalt has yielded interesting fossils, it is a major source

of atmospheric methane in southern California.  Methane
has 20 times the global- warming potency of carbon
dioxide.  The water-filled depressions (pits) in the park are
not springs but rather old excavations that have collected
rainwater.
 

Historical images of Hancock Park (Figure 3) show a
landscape much different as compared to today.  Some of
those images date to the early 1900s.  That was when
excavations were in the country, far from urban
development.  In the background of many scenes are oil
derricks of the Salt Lake Oil Field.  The density was so
great that “a forest of oil wells” could be seen.  Buildings

and parking lots now replace oil derricks.



March,  2017                            NITTANY  MINERALOGICAL  SOCIETY  BULLETIN                              page 5 

Figure 4: Blown windows and collapsed roof of the Ross Dress For Less store,
damaged from a methane explosion.  (LA Times)

Asphalt, here, seeps upward via faults and fractures
of the oil field.  That seepage is not restricted to pits.  It
also pushes up through cracks in sidewalks on Wilshire
Boulevard, near the Tar Pits.  This is despite the city
maintaining underground sumps to keep asphalt from
overflowing.  There are other consequences of the
seeping asphalt.  (1) Animals get trapped in the asphalt.
That is a boon to paleontology.  It takes only about one
inch of asphalt to immobilize most animals.  Water
and/or a veneer of dirt can obscure asphalt at or near the
surface.  This was the scenario in 1935 at Wilshire and
Fairfax when two escaped circus elephants got stuck in
mud and tar in a vacant lot.  The circus used its other
elephants to extricate the pair.  (2) Methane gas
associated with the seeping asphalt is potentially
explosive.  In 1985, about one-half mile from the Tar
Pits, methane gas from the Salt Lake Oil Field blew up
the Ross Dress For Less store (Figure 4).  Twenty-three

people were injured and damage estimates topped
$400,000.  Not only did this explosion destroy the store,
it was also the primary reason plans for a subway station
at Wilshire and Fairfax were dropped.  Imagine methane
buildup in a subway station.  Similarly, in 2015 across
from the Page Museum, a methane buildup popped
manhole covers on a public street.  A city ordinance
now requires businesses in the area to install gas meters
and monitor them every day.  Heavy urban development
in this area acts as a cap, preventing methane from
venting easily.  (3) Seeping asphalt contributes to water

pollution.  Overflow during heavy rains carries oil to
receiving streams.  The Page Museum and Natural
History Museum have paid $15,000 in fines for
releasing polluted water into storm drains.  In addition,
the Page Museum paid $3000 to a coastal cleanup
project to settle a storm water discharge violation.

One result of the early,  nearby oil drilling was
discovery of  prehistoric animal bones, leading to
scientific fossil collecting at La Brea.  The University of
California at Berkeley dug the first fossil pits there.
This explains why there is a repository of La Brea bones
in the UC Berkeley bell tower.  Later, other institutions
were granted permission to excavate fossils here,
including the Los Angeles High School and the
Southern California Academy of Sciences.  The high-
school association provided an unprecedented
opportunity for students.

By today’s standards, much of
the early fossil collecting, here,
was dangerous. The fossil pits
were unsupported.  There was
always the possibility of pit walls
collapsing.  Today, excavations
are done in pits that are fully
supported.  Figure 5 shows Pit 91
in 1915.  Notice that it is a
completely unsupported pit.
When original excavations ceased,
it was intended to keep the pit
open as a public exhibit.
However, it collapsed shut.  In
1959, the pit was reentered,
yielding thousands of additional
bones.

As fossil collecting at La Brea
expanded through the years, so did
the number and size of pits.  At
least 100 pits were dug.

Rainwater collected in them, producing water-filled
lakes such as the Lake Pit (Figure 2).  Eventually, the
pits became safety hazards.  In the 1930s, low stone
walls were built around pits to keep visitors out.
However, they were not completely effective.  Figure 6
shows a child who has climbed over a wall to inspect the
asphalt, risking danger.  There was also a man who laid
down on one of the stone walls, only to roll into the pit.
He was rescued and transported to the hospital for a
thorough cleaning.  In 1951, a man jumped into one of
the pits to rescue a dog.  Both the man and dog survived.
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 Figure 5: Pit 91 in 1915. (Page Museum Archives)

Figure 6: Child who has climbed the stone wall
surrounding an asphalt pit at La Brea Tar Pits.  (NHM,
Museum Archives)

Although mostly associated with paleontology, in
2013 these asphalt pits became a crime scene.  A Los
Angeles Police Department (LAPD) policeman dived
into the murky waters at La Brea to search for evidence
linked to a homicide.  Wearing a full-body hazmat suit
and using scuba equipment, he dived in water 17 feet
deep that had methane and hydrogen sulfide in it.  The
dive was successful, from the point-of-view of the
LAPD, because evidence was found.

On several occasions, Hollywood has filmed at La
Brea.   During one scene, a helicopter flew low over the
Lake Pit.  This location is where female and juvenile
mammoth models greeted visitors entering from
Wilshire Boulevard.  Vibrations from the rotors knocked
the iconic female mammoth off her base.  This is
somewhat ironic because both mammoths were
originally placed there using a helicopter.

    The fossils at La Brea include vertebrates, insects,
flora, and pollen.  Of the large mammals, dire wolves
are the most common, with over 1000 specimens
collected.  When all the fossil mammals are considered,
approximately 90 percent are carnivores.  This
percentage is unusual when compared to most natural
ecosystems. The preponderance of carnivores at La Brea
is due to asphalt creating carnivore traps.  Herbivores
trapped in asphalt kept attracting predators, who, in turn,
became mired (Figure 7).

The only human bones found here (in a grave, not in
pits) are those of a woman.  These  were associated with
a domestic dog.  The human-dog association was the
initial reason for interpreting it as a ceremonial reburial.
Native Americans interred a canid with a human burial,
possibly to guide the spirit in the afterlife.  However,
age dating of the woman is ~ 9000 years and of the dog
~3100 years.  

La Brea fossils provide information useful in many
ways.  These include carbon-14 age-dating projects,
taxonomic and functional studies, paleoecological
studies, tar-pit formation and taphonomy, evolution, and
behavior of animals.  Taxonomic studies involve
naming, describing, and classifying organisms.
Paleoecological studies reconstruct ancient ecologies.
Taphonomy is a branch of paleontology dealing with
processes of fossilization.  Figure 8 is an interpretation
of the paleoecology at Hancock Park as based on fossils.

   The La Brea Tar Pits sends you greetings (Figure 9).
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Figure 8: William Gordon Huff
diorama of a Pleistocene
landscape, La Brea Tar Pits.
(www.ucmp.berkeley.edu)

   
Figure 9:  Greeting
cartoon from 
La Brea Tar Pits. 
(laweekly.com)

Figure 7: Artist interpretation of 
an encounter between a 
saber-tooth cat and dire 
wolves over a mastodon 
carcass in water covering 
asphalt.  (www.sjvgeology.org)
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Geo-Sudoku Solution
 

H V R S B O I A E

B I S A E R V H O

A E O I H V R S B

R B V E A S O I H

I S H O V B E R A

O A E R I H S B V

E R A B O I H V S

S H B V R E A O I

V O I H S A B E R

Some Upcoming 
Shows and Meetings 

           Our web site  http://www.nittanymineral.org    
       has links to more complete lists and details on 
       mineral shows and meetings around the country. 
  See  www.mineralevents.com  for more.
  

March 25-26, 2017:  Che-Hanna Rock & Mineral Club Annual
Show.  See page 3.    www.chehannarocks.com
  

March 25 -26, 2017: Gem- Mineral & Jewelry Show by Frank-
lin Cty Rock & Mineral Club Chambersburg, PA.  See page 3.
  

March 25 -26, 2017: Show and sale by Philadelphia
Mineralogical Society & Delaware Valley Paleontological Society,
Lu Lu Temple; 5140 Butler Pike; Sat. 10-5, Sun. 10-4;
www.philamineralsociety.org
  

April 29-30, 2017: 45th Annual Gem & Mineral Show with
Outdoor Swap, by New Jersey Earth Science Ass’n, Franklin School,
50 Washington Ave., Franklin, NJ 07416. Sat. 9 a.m. - 5:30 p.m.;
outdoor swap 8 a.m. - 5 p.m. Sunday 10 a.m. -. 5 p.m.; outdoor
swap 9 a.m. - 5 p.m.  http://www.njesa.org/spring-mineral-show.html
Contact: Sterling Hill Mining Museum, (973)209-7212
  

May 6, 2017: South Penn Rock Swap, by Central Penn & Franklin
County R&M Clubs. South Mountain Fairgrounds, west of
Arendtsville PA on Rt 234.  For GPS use 615 Narrows Rd,
Biglerville PA 17307.  Contact:  tsmith1012@comcast.net
 

May 20-21, 2017: 49th Annual “World of Gems and Minerals”
Rock, Mineral,  Fossil  and  Jewelry  Show, by Berks
Mineralogical Society.  Leesport Farmers Market, Leesport, PA.
  

June 3, 2017: Spring Mineralfest by PESA, Macungie, PA.  Sat.
only 8:30 -3:00.  http://www.mineralfest.com/
  

June 16-17: Annual Show by Lancaster County Fossil and
Mineral Club, Solanco Fairgrounds, Hoffman Building; 172 South
Lime St.; Fri. 12-8, Sat. 10-5. 
  

October 21-22, 2017: EFMLS Convention & Show, Bristol,
Connecticut.

 

Visit us at   www.nittanymineral.org

INVITE A FRIEND TO JOIN THE SOCIETY
    The Nittany Mineralogical Society prides itself on having
among the finest line-up of speakers of any earth sciences
club in the nation.  Everyone is welcome at our meetings. If
you’d like to be part of our Society, dues are $20 (regular
member), $7 (student rate), $15 (seniors), $30 (family of two
or more members, names listed).  Those joining in March or
later may request pro-rated dues.  Your dues are used for
programs and speakers, refreshments, educational activities,
Bulletins, and mailing expenses.  Please fill out a membership
form (available at www.nittanymineral.org), make checks
payable to “Nittany Mineralogical Society, Inc.” and send them
in as directed, or bring your dues to the next meeting.  
We want to welcome you!
 

  CONTACT  INFORMATION
mailing address:

Nittany Mineralogical Society, Inc.
c/o S. Bingham, Treasurer
145 Goddard Cir.
Penna. Furnace   PA    16865    

 

   SOCIETY OFFICERS
David Glick (President)      814-237-1094 (h)        
    e-mail:  xidg@verizon.net 
Dr. Bob Altamura (Vice-President) 814-234-5011 (h)
     e-mail: raltamura@comcast.net
John Dziak (Secretary) 
    e-mail: jjd264@psu.edu
Stuart Bingham (Treasurer) 
   E-mail: sebing145@comcast.net
   

   OTHER  CONTACTS
Field Trips:  Ed Echler   814-222-2642                             
        e-mail preferred: eechler@comcast.net 
Junior Rockhounds: Dr. Andrew Sicree 

814-867-6263 (h)  e-mail:  sicree@verizon.net
Membership Chair: David Glick (see above)
Programs: Dr. Duff Gold 865-7261(o), 238-3377(h)
            e-mail: gold@ems.psu.edu
Door Prizes: Dr. Bob Altamura (see above)
Facebook & Publicity: John Dziak:  jjd264@psu.edu
  

    The Bulletin Editor will welcome your submissions of
articles, photos, drawings, cartoons, etc., on minerals,
fossils, collecting, lapidary, and club activity topics of
interest to the members.  Please contact:
   David Glick                     E-mail: xidg@verizon.net
   209 Spring Lea Dr.          phone: (814) 237-1094 (h)
   State College, PA   16801-7226
    Newsletter submissions are appreciated by the first
Wednesday of the month.  Photographs or graphics are
encouraged, but please do not embed them in word
processor files; send them as separate graphics files  (TIF, or
good to highest quality JPEG files, about 1050 pixels wide,
are preferred).  Please provide captions and name of
photographer or artist. 
 




