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Editorial 

 

What strange times we live in. Whilst we are quite used to contacting 

our New Zealand and Australian relatives by email, the recent reality 

of neighbourly exchanges by email or muffled conversations through 

the boundary hedge is new and really not welcome. Roll on conquest 

and our return to the hills, quarries and outcrops that both interest 

and perplex us. 

 

It may be a coronal coincidence, but I seem to have been deluged with 

material for this edition; the problem is not, what to include, but what 

to exclude. The result, as so often, will be an eclectic kaleidoscope. 
Enjoy. 

 

Dick’s fickle finger 

 

The retired professional geologists in our Group may have been aware 

that Sunday 5th April was geologists’ day and there were multi-national 

exchanges of greetings on various websites I follow. Not wishing to be 

insular I decided to join in, but what image to support the wordage? It 

had to be something obviously geological and this is what I chose: 

 

                    
        



For those of you who were regrettably absent on this auspicious 

occasion, it is Dick Harris who is pointing to the trace of an earthquake 

that occurred during our visit to the University in Ponta Delgado. So, 

his finger is forever out there in the digital universe. And incidentally 

very well received by other geologists. 

 
Dark humour 

 

Often the dark moments in life can bring out some people’s sense of 

humour, even geologists it seems. 

 

                      
 

Well maybe, but they still managed to hang around for about 300 

million years. If you would like to learn more about these amazing 

survivors then here is a link: 

 

                         https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trilobite 
 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trilobite


Geology is slow science 

 

Well most of the time it is, but as we know it does put on bursts of 

quite frenetic activity. 

 

                   
 
This spectacular display of lightning occurred in the ash cloud above 

the Chilean volcano Puyehue Cordon Caulle. Provided that you were 

not standing too close then it can be admired. The discharges are 

caused by the tiny fragments of rock colliding and becoming charged 

in the violent turbulence above the crater. The charges separate with 

the top of the ash cloud as much as 20Km above the base, so that 

there are differences of potential of many millions of volts which lead 

to these incredible displays.  

 

I had a double motive for showing you this picture, and it relates to 

the one that follows, which is not geological at all, but is rare and 

equally spectacular. 



  

 
 

This is known as a lightning sprite. They occur at very high altitude 

above intense thunderstorms and are akin to the discharges we see in 

fluorescent tubes rather than conventional lightning. Although first 

observed over 30 years ago, very little is known about them as they 

are very short lived and difficult to predict. 

 

Now back when Pontius was a pilot 
 

You might well have seen one of these. For those of you who are not 

 

 
 

cognoscenti, it is a DC-10. In the days before terrorists started blowing 



up or hi-jacking aircraft you could, with a bit of luck, arrange a visit to 

the flight deck. This aircraft had the particular advantage of having 

large windows and so the view from there was really good. I was lucky 

enough to do this on a couple of occasions, on the first and 

somewhere north of Cairns, I remember discussing cumulo nimbus 

clouds with the flight crew – there were a couple of really big beasts 
nearby (we were flying at 40,000ft and the cloud tops were way above 

us) but fortunately not near enough to spill drinks.  

 

On the second occasion and in lovely smooth air we were flying above 

Baffin Island in the Canadian Arctic. It was dazzlingly white and really 

rather beautiful and looked a little like this: 

 

        
 

All of the above is just a roundabout journalistic way of introducing the 
next item.  

 

Canadian scientists have recently been examining examples of 

Kimberlite from Baffin Island. This igneous rock can be a source of 

diamonds. They were studying diamond samples from Baffin Island, a 

glacier-covered land mass near Greenland, when they noticed a 

remnant of the North Atlantic Craton. Cratons are ancient, stable parts 

of the Earth's continental crust. The North American Craton stretched 

from present-day Scotland to North America and broke apart 150m 

years ago. 

For researchers, kimberlites are subterranean rockets that pick up 

passengers on their way to the surface, the passengers are solid 
chunks of wall rocks that carry a wealth of details on conditions far 



beneath the surface of our planet over time.  The sample bore a 

mineral signature that matched other portions of the North Atlantic 

Craton. Finding these 'lost' pieces is like finding a missing piece of a 

puzzle. The samples were taken from deep below the Chidliak 

Kimberlite Province in southern Baffin Island. Previous reconstructions 

of the Earth's plates had been based on shallow rock samples formed 
at depths of one to 10km. 

The discovery adds about 10% to the known size of the craton 

And just in case you needed reminding what a diamond looks like – 

here is one, but its colour makes it especially rare and therefore 

valuable and will cost about 400% more than an equivalent quality 

colourless diamond. 

   

 

Have you visited California? 

I imagine that quite a few of you would have answered “Yes” to that 
question. In fact, the DC 10 flight that I mentioned earlier terminated 

in San Francisco. The State is a fascinating area to visit with a richly 

varied landscape and rather more recent history. Yosemite Valley is a 

favourite destination for many people and once you have visited you 

can see why. But I suspect if I asked if any of you had visited Crowly 

Lake in Mono County then the response would be negative and 

probably puzzled. The photograph below shows its major attraction. 



 

Conspiracy theorists may try to convince you otherwise, but these 

columns are perfectly natural features. 
 

These amazing formations in the shape of helical columns were found 

on the shores of Crowley Lake, California. The stone columns up to 6 

metres tall connected by high arches, as if part of an ancient Moorish 

building. 

 

They had been buried and hidden for eons until the reservoir's 
pounding waves began carving out the softer material at the base of 

cliffs of pumice and ash. 

In the ensuing decades, the columns were regarded as little more than 

curiosities along the eastern shore of the Los Angeles Department of 

Water and Power reservoir. 

But now answers are emerging from a study at UC Berkeley.  

The volcanic blast, 2,000 times larger than the 1980 eruption of Mt. 

St. Helens, created the Long Valley Caldera, a massive 52 square Km 

sink that includes the Mammoth Lakes area. It also covered much of 

the eastern Sierra Nevada range with a coarse volcanic tuff, or ash 

fall. Researchers have determined that the columns were created by 

cold water percolating down into — and steam rising up out of — hot 
volcanic ash spewed by the cataclysmic explosion 760,000 years ago 
 

The columns began forming as snowmelt seeped into the still hot tuff. 

The water boiled, creating evenly spaced convection cells similar to 

heat pipes, according to the study. Analyses by X-rays and electron 

microscopes of samples of the columns found that tiny spaces in these 



convection pipes were cemented into place by erosion-resistant 

minerals. 

 

Rivers are such fickle bed fellows 

 

Never content with where they are running, they are always trying, 

therefore, to go somewhere else. The meander is the real give-away. 
These sinuosities are very transitory features, breaking down and 

leaving smaller stranded areas of water with their typical oxbow 

shapes. One, of many such rivers, exhibiting this behaviour is the 

Horton in Canada’s North West Territories. This river flows roughly 

northwards and exits into the Arctic Ocean, well it did, and it still does 

but several kilometres away from its original point. Now instead of 

flowing into the sea on the western side of its peninsula, it exits on the 

east. The satellite image reveals all. 

 

                     
 

Random thoughts 

 

So, have you been zooming about the Blogsphere? And if not, why not? 

It can be quite fascinating and contain some real gems as well as the 

real clunkers. This one popped onto my screen recently…….. 

 



                    
 
 

Then of course there is the K-T extinction event 

 

 

                         
 

 

She really is a serious vulcanologist, but…. 

 

You can find her among the twitterlings (My spell checker objects to 

this word, but I think the term is accurate. Watch the OED next year). 

 



 
 

I’m glad that someone is taking Covid 19 seriously. 

 
Editorial contact 

 

Who knows, by the time the next edition comes out, the editor might 

have returned to a degree of sobriety…..but then again. 

 

                           geoffrey.carver@btinternet.com  

 

 

 

 

 


