
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MAY 2012 

 

DIARY Date Time Event 

APR27 holiday 28  Workshops open on request 

MAY  5 10h00 Open Day – Minerals, crystals, gems on sale 

 12 14h00 Monthly Meeting – Duncan Miller. “A Geo-archaeological Visit to the  

Southern Karoo” 
 19  Workshops open on request 

 26  Workshops open on request 

JUNE 2 10h00 Open Day – Minerals, crystals, gems on sale 

  9 14h00 Monthly Meeting – Malcolm Jackson reports back on the FOSAGAMS 

 tour in Namibia 

 16  Workshops open on request 

 23  Workshops open on request 

 30  Workshops open on request 

 

 

 

 

What’s 

inside this 

month? 
  

 
    Boulder Opal   5,5 cm x 4cm, Australia                                                                                       Enlargement of picture on left 

 

� More on:   ceramic balls, and collecting minerals 

 

� Mineral of the Month - Opal 
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COMMITTEE CORNER 

From all accounts, several of our own Cape Town members did sterling 

work assisting the organisers at the Springbok Gemboree this Easter – standing in 

with last minute presentations when the speaker didn’t arrive, running the 

auctions, leading field trips, taking Minutes, and chairing meetings. It was a cold 

and blustery weekend for all, but inclement weather never deters the true rock 

hound, and we definitely have a dedicated core of Gemboree-ites in our club. 

 Duncan Miller has done some superficial tests on Willie Visser’s white 

sphere that he asked about at the Annual General Meeting.  It has an SG of 3,44 and a powder that does 

not fizz in weak acid, so it is not calcium carbonate.  He thinks it is a man-made ceramic, perhaps used in 

a ball mill or as slingshot in a cattie. If anyone else has any ideas as to what those spheres could be, 

please let us know. (See a further suggestion on page 7) 

 Just a reminder that should you wish to use the lapidary workshop, you must contact Charlie by 

email at least 2 days beforehand to make sure he is available and to let him know that you would like to 

attend. Sometimes he is teaching new members and places are limited, so do not just arrive and hope 

that you will (A) find the workshop open, and (B) that you will automatically be accommodated. 

Charliescharfetter@gmail.com  

We are always happy to receive articles for the newsletter that you have written about your 

mineral hunting trips, or, even better, to be shown a selection of travel photographs at a Monthly 

Meeting. If you know of interesting speakers, please give us their name so we can contact them.  

Please keep this newsletter’s diary to hand, as there will be no reminders sent out 

before events this coming month. 
EXCO  

 

 

 LETTER FROM THE NEW PRESIDENT OF FOSAGAMS 
We congratulate Linda Stone on her election as President of FOSAGAMS at its recent AGM, and wish 

her every success in taking the federation forward. She has sent us the following: 

 

The Chairman and members 

Cape Town Gem and Mineral Club 

Bothasig 

 

Dear Malcolm and members 

It was a pleasant experience to have met such a wonderful group of people at the 2012 Gemboree 

at Springbok. FOSAGAMS is an inspiring federation. We have common interests as most of us hold this 

hobby very close to our hearts, becoming a close family. 

We should introduce this family to the rest of South Africa, i.e. the youth, the man in the street, 

the government and then to the outside world. Our awareness and the care for our environment should be 

an inspiration to others. It might sound ambitious but throughout my life I have experienced that if one 

commits oneself to a cause, nothing is unattainable and there are no limits. 

Furthermore I wish to remind you that each club will be accountable for decisions made. Aspire to 

be open-minded in the running of your club. All members and clubs are invited to discuss any unresolved 

club issues with me and to feel free even to do so with trivia. 

Finally, I wish an enjoyable and creative next term to each club and member. May you attain more 

gems than you can handle on your own!! 

 

GEMBOREE 2012 

Witwatersrand Gem and Mineral Club is to be congratulated on organising a splendid Gemboree. 
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It was evident from the start that a lot of thought went into organising this event. Wits catered for every 

taste; making this Gemboree relevant for the mineral and polishing collector as well as for those 

interested in the educational side of the hobby. 

The accommodation and food provided were of a high standard. This was surely an event one can 

be proud of. 

 

SA LAPIDARY MAGAZINE  Vol. 44 / 1 - This has been posted. Thanks to Allan Fraser for all his hard 

work. 

 

Regards 

Linda Stone. 

President: FOSAGAMS 

 

Events 

 
Monthly Meeting, 12

th
 May – Duncan Miller. “A Geo-archaeological Visit to the Southern Karoo”.  

At this meeting, Duncan is going to give us a travelogue account of a visit to the Karoo, with some 

archaeological colleagues. This is a slide show and completely non-technical. 

 
Tye Trethewey.  It is with much sadness that we must inform you of 

the death of Tye Trethewey who died of heart failure in Goa, India, at 

the end of March. He is well-known to many of our members for his 

enthusiastic mineral hunting, along with his father Bruce. Whether it 

was his wild proposals to blast the Fossil Park bones out of their sandy 

beds with pressure washers, attack the Vredendal crystal beds with 

generators and jack hammers, or diving off a cliff into water at Hol River, 

Tye approached everything with exceptional passion. Last year Tye and 

Bruce attended the Gemboree we organised at Upington with their 

usual energetic and enterprising alacrity, fetching a whole trailer load of 

fluorite from Riemvasmaak to swop and trade with others during the 

course of the gathering. I am sure many of you will join us in sending our 

sincere sympathies to Bruce and Barbara and their family for this tragic 

loss. Their contact details are dbtrethewey@gmail.com  
(Thank you to Johan Snyman for supplying us with this photograph.) 

 

 

Articles on Collecting Minerals 
The April newsletter contained an article on collecting minerals, taken from a computer website and 

written by a self-confessed part-time dealer. As comments on the article were invited from our club members it 

could be a good opportunity to test the quality of website material. That is easily done by comparing it with an 

article on collecting taken from a good mineral book, and here Bruce Cairncross’s Field Guide to Rocks & Minerals 

of Southern Africa is an excellent choice. Bruce writes a fair and balanced article that tells one what to collect, and 

gives some good tips on collecting, and even advises collectors to join a mineral club, so he has the interests of 

the hobby at heart. But the website article is different – all it does is tell collectors what to buy, and goes into 

great lengths to inform the buyer what to look out for when purchasing top rate specimens, which appears to be 

confined to crystals only, with no mention of minerals found in crystalline aggregates, like bladed, fibrous or 

micaceous forms, or massive varieties. All of which gives the impression that our hobby is all about digging deep 

inside the pockets, rather than any digging deep inside the earth. 

I prefer articles like Bruce Caincross’s, which make the hobby sound a lot more affordable, and a fun-filled 

learning experience.  TVJ 
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MINERALOGY COURSE OFFERED BY DUNCAN MILLER - LAST CHANCE TO ENROL!  
The introductory mineralogy course offered on May 19 & 26 has had very few takers so far. Anyone wanting to 

attend this two afternoon course must contact Duncan by email at <embo@telkomsa.net> before 5 May. The 

R400 course fee is payable in advance, preferably by cash on Open Day 5 May. If fewer than five people register 

for the course by 5 May it will be cancelled and those who have registered notified. 

 
 

Mineral of the Month 

OPAL 

                               
 Common or potch opal, 6cm x 4cm Locality unknown                                  Opalised ammonite, 6,5 cm x 4,5 cm Madagascar 

 

Crystal system:  Amorphous        Hardness:                 4,5 – 6,5 

 

Density:   1.9 – 2.3           Streak:  White  

 

Cleavage:  None        Composition:                  Hydrated silica     SiO2 nH2O 

 

The word opal is adapted from the Roman term opalus, but the origin of this word is a matter of debate. 

Most modern references, however, suggest it is adapted from the Sanskrit (ancient Indo-Aryan language) word 

upala. Another claim is that the word is adapted from the Greek word, opillos. This word has two meanings, one 

is related to “seeing” and forms the basis of the English words like “opaque”, and the other is “other” as in “alias” 

and “alter”. It is claimed that apalus combines these uses, meaning to see change in colour. The argument for the 

Sanskrit origin is the strongest and the term first appeared in Roman references around 250 BC. At the time opal 

was valued above all other gems and was supplied by traders from the Bosphorus, who claimed the gems were 

being supplied from India. Okay! This concludes the history lesson for the day. 

Opal is an amorphous form of silica related to quartz, and is therefore classified as a mineraloid and not a 

mineral. Between 3% and 21% of its total weight is made up of water, whereas quartz contains no water. One of 

the scientifically accepted standards defining a mineral is that a mineral must have a crystal structure, which opal 

lacks. Despite this almost all scientific references, including the well-known Dana’s System of Mineralogy, 

categorize opal together with true minerals. It only forms crystal shapes when it forms as pseudomorphs after 

another mineral.   

During the Cretaceous period, some 135 to 65 million years ago, the central area of Australia was an 

inland sea. Fine marine sands rich in silica were deposited around the shoreline. The Great Artesian basin formed 

when the sea receded. Around 30 million years ago, deep weathering caused changes to the sediments. As the 

water filtered down, it picked up silica from sandstone, and carried the silica rich solution into cracks and voids, 

caused by natural faults or decomposing fossils. As the water evaporated, it left behind a silica deposit. This cycle 

repeated over very long periods of time, and eventually opal was formed. Opalised shells, woods and reptilian 

bones of the Cretaceous period are also found, their remains dissolved by the solution and replaced with opal. 

The solution is believed to have a rate of deposition of approximately one cm in five million years at a depth of 

approximately 40 metres.  
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 This diagram appeared in the Australian Geographic of July-September 1998. 
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Precious opal is one of the most precious gemstones and it shows a variable interplay of internal colours 

and even though it is a mineraloid, it has an internal structure. At micro scale precious opal is composed of silica 

spheres some 150 to 300 nm in diameter in a hexagonal or cubic close packed lattice. The coloured lights (called 

iridescence) that precious opals give off are caused by diffraction of white light from these tiny silica spheres 

inside the gemstone. A similar phenomenon occurs in iridescent bird wings. It is said that the larger the internal 

spheres, the larger the range of colours. In some instances one can make an opal more colourful simply by 

holding it and the heat in your hands will expand the spheres and increase the range of colours. 

Depending on the conditions in which the opal formed, it can take on many colours. It ranges from clear, 

white, gray, red, orange, yellow, green, blue, magenta, rose, pink, olive, brown, black, etc. and if you think the 

range of colours is extensive; one source mentions over 70 varieties of opal, although not all are recognized as 

natural opal. This is pretty complex for a mineral that is not really a mineral. Black opal, crystal opal, boulder opal, 

white opal and fire opal, are just some of the more well-known varieties. Black opal is the most valuable and 

desired variety and can even fetch a higher price per carat than diamonds. White and precious fire opal can also 

be quite expensive. 

Most precious opal is mined in Australia and is, therefore, also the national gemstone of Australia, which 

produces 97% of the world’s supply. Other worldwide deposits of precious opal occur in Mexico, USA, Ethiopia, 

Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Turkey, Indonesia, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Brazil and Honduras. Very 

interesting to note is that in late 2008, NASA announced that they had discovered opal-bearing deposits on Mars 

…………. and no it’s not an April Fool’s joke. 

The town of Coober Pedy in South Australia is a major source of precious opal. The world’s largest and 

most valuable gem opal “Olympic Australis” was found in 1956 at the “Eight Mile” opal field in Coober Pedy. It 

weighs 17 000 carats (3,45 kg) and is 28 cm long, with an height of 12 cm and width of 11 cm. It was valued at 

approximately AUD$ 2 500 000 in 2005 and consists of 99% gem opal and the remaining 1% being the soil still 

attached to it. 

The largest opal matrix was also discovered in South Australia weighing 55 000 carats. It was discovered 

by Stuart Hughes and its dimensions are 30 cm x 20 cm x 4cm and is valued at US$ 1 000 000. 

Just some additional useless information on Coober Pedy, with its population of approximately 3500 

people, is that it is also a famous tourist destination since 80% of its population lives underground due to the 

summer temperatures that can exceed 50 degrees. These underground residents have all the modern facilities 

which you can expect from any normal house. The “Desert Cave Hotel” is also very prestigious accommodation 

for tourists with the world’s only underground bar, gaming room and art gallery. Although it is a small town, you 

can experience the incredible ethnic diversity with over 45 different nationalities.  

On home turf precious opal has to date not been found in South Africa but common opal in a variety of 

colours and patterns occurs near Postmasburg and Pella in the Northern Cape, in the Pilansberg and near 

Soutpansberg. 

In the Erongo region in Namibia, hyaline (also a variety of opal) is found mainly as colourless to 

white/light green globular masses on mineral specimens.  

      
Erongo hyaline opal on quartz crystals in normal and shortwave UV light (photo and specimen JW) 
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Due to their unorganised structure, opals have no crystal shapes to hold them together and they may 

eventually dry out and crack. Opals are very fragile when exposed to the air as they lose molecules of water and 

develop tiny fractures. When heated, they can also lose their water content, decompose and may alter into 

chalcedony or quartz. As a word of caution, opal is apparently soluble in hot salt water. There is some good news, 

however, since it is insoluble in most acids.   

Opals are also relatively soft and for this reason, they need to be set in jewellery in such a way that it 

affords them the maximum protection against scratching and knocks. Opals must also be cut slowly and with 

plenty of coolant due to their heat sensitivity. This might seem like a lot of trouble, but is all worth it when set in 

such a way that their beauty and colour play and flashes captivate the gem lover’s eye.  

For gemstone use its natural colour is often enhanced by placing thin layers of opal on a darker 

underlying stone (doublets), such as basalt. Opal doublets are sometimes also coated with a thin layer or dome 

shaped clear quartz which not only protects the opal but also acts as a magnifier to emphasize the play of colour 

and are referred to as triplets. 

Common opal is used in the industry as fine abrasives, filtering powders, in insulators and in ceramics. 

Common opals, also referred to as potch opals, are those stones without the play of colour and they occur 

worldwide. 

The discovery of the ordered sphere structure of opals led to the fabrication of synthetic opal by Pierre 

Gilson in 1974. This material is distinguishable from natural opal by its regularity under magnification and it also 

does not fluoresce under UV light, unlike the real McCoy - JDJ 

 
References: 

Cairncross, Bruce, 2004 – Field Guide to Rocks & Minerals of Southern Africa.  

Orbis Publishing Ltd, 1995, - Treasures of the Earth - The Minerals and Gemstones Collection. 

Simon and Schuster, 1977 -  Simon and Schuster’s  Guide to Rocks and Minerals 

www.minerals.net 

www.mindat.org 

www.traveltourimmigration.blogspot.com 

www.wikipedia.org 

 

All specimens and photographs by Johann de Jongh unless otherwise noted. 
 

 

 

Ceramic Balls – is this the answer? 
Having seen a few slightly larger white balls at the Milnerton flea market the other month, I also tried to 

find out more about them. One internet site told me the following. 

Ceramics started to become widely used for the filtration of drinking water in the 19th century, because 

they have a small and complex pore structure that makes them an ideal filter medium. Nowadays they are still 

used for water purification systems in both commercial and household applications. 

The best way to retain the beneficial minerals while removing the harmful pollutants in modern day 

drinking water is to use bioceramic water filters. In general, the smaller the pore size of the filter and the more 

complicated the path the water takes through the filter medium, the more effective it is. These balls are used in 

softeners, humidifiers, aquariums and fish farms, and various other applications. 

The following are some examples made by this particular company: 

- The tourmaline ceramic ball.  

- The mineral ceramic ball  

- The alkaline reducing ceramic ball  

- The negative iron ceramic ball 

- The far infra-red rays ceramic ball  

These balls are made from inorganic non-metal compounds of various natural minerals, selected by type to create 

the effect required, i.e. disinfection, oxidation reduction, discharge of negative ions, etc.    

Should you wish to read this article in more detail, go to http://www.windsorsteelballs.com/ceramic.htm 

or try Wikipedia – “water purification”.  JW 
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CONTACTS 
WORKSHOP:  Contact Charlie Scharfetter on charliescharfetter@gmail.com or 083 700 6777. 

FACETING WORKSHOP:  Contact Duncan on 084 757 983  

TRADERS:  Contact Marion on 084 6060 233. 

MINERAL DISCUSSION GROUP – This is on hold at the moment. 

LIBRARY:  Available on Open and Meeting days.  Ask Carol or Duncan to unlock for you. 

MICROMOUNTING:  Contact Trish Immelman on 021 674 4964. 

MACHINERY FOR SALE/TO BUY.  Contact Jo.    see further under “Advertisements” below. 

 

ADVERTISEMENTS 
MINERAL MARKET (Trading as African Art & Gemstones).  Established more than 25 years ago.  We have an extensive range of African 

and global mineral specimens and products.  We also stock an excellent range of African Art/curios.  Phone Maria or Rolf (geologist) 

on 0824582432 for personal service or visit our shop in Simon's Town, 126B St George's Street. 

Duncan Miller is the official southern African regional representative for ULTRA TEC FACETING MACHINES (www.ultratec-facet.com) 

and agent for GEARLOOSE LAPIDARY PRODUCTS (www.battlap.com).  So if you are considering buying an Ultra Tec or Gearloose’s 

innovative polishing materials, contact Duncan for a quote including shipping, tax, clearance fees, etc. 084 757 9830 or 

embo@telkomsa.net.  You can read the latest Ultra Tec newsletter at http://www.ultratec-facet.com/Sometimes/somenew.htm 

MAGIC MINERALS in Philadelphia.  Here you will find rocks, crystals, minerals, gemstones, jewellery, décor, gifts and collectables.  

Open: Tuesday to Sunday, 9h00 - 17h00. Phone:  Shop: 021 972 1139, Maurice: 082 6966 161, Aletta: 072 2437 496. 

magicminerals@telkomsa.net 

AFRICAN GEMS AND MINERALS. Our branch in Montague Gardens is only 3km from the Clubhouse! Fine Mineral Specimens. Facet 

rough, Gemstones, Stunning Crystals. Fossils. Jewellery. Lapidary equipment. We have it all!! .. We have been around for 35 years and 

have Shops in Germiston, Johannesburg, Cape Town and Auckland, New Zealand. Call our branch manager Brett on 073 531 2667 for 

expert advice.        www.africangems.com 

For vast range of semi-precious beads and cut stones at excellent prices contact Vadim Petzer of the 101 Jewellery Emporium at 082 

7714954. 

Agate-coloured neutered male cat is looking for a new home, ideally as a single pet. He is about 7 years old, initially shy, but very 

playful, skittish and full of curiosity, and would love a garden for romping and climbing. He is frightened of dogs, and nervous of other 

dominant cats, so ideally would like to be an only pet. Please phone Susan or John 021 461 9077 

Advertising is free to members.  Contact Jo to place an ad. 

 

    YOUR 2012 COMMITTEE  
Chairman Malcolm Jackson 021 551 8009 jacksonhome@telkomsa.net 

Vice Chairman Ken Coleman 021 558 6308 kcoleman@telkomsa.net 

Treasurer Remo Ciolli 021 975 6059 remo@ciollibros.co.za 

Assistant to Treasurer Carol Coleman 021 558 6308 kcoleman@telkomsa.net 

Secretary & Newsletter Editor Jo Wicht 021 976 3808 joanna.wicht@kingsley.co.za 

Workshops Liaison Rinda du Toit 021 553 2607 rindadt@gmail.com 

 

FAVOURITE  REFERENCE WEBSITES 
http://www.quartzpage.de/intro.html www.mineralogicalrecord.com 

http://www.e-rocks.com http://www.johnbetts-fineminerals.com/ 

www.mindat.org http://www.gia.edu/research-resources/gia-gem-database/index.html 

www.galleries.com http://geology.about.com/library/bl/images/blmineralindex.htm   

http://www.mineral-forum.com http://www.the-vug.com/vug/vugfakes.html 

http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/ www.minerals.net                                               

www.webmineral.com www.irocks.com 

http://www.crystalworks.com/ www.artcutgems.com 

http://fasttex.ctl.utexas.edu/vargas/>  
 

LINKED SOCIETIES 
We exchange newsletters with the following societies. Should you be interested in reading any of them please contact Jo who will e-

mail them onto you. If you wish to join any of the clubs, or attend their lectures and outings, please contact the person listed below: 

USA and UK FACETING GUILDS – Contact Duncan (embo@telkomsa.net) to join the faceting group if you want to receive these 

newsletters.  This is open only to Cape Town Gem & Mineral Club members. 

THE CAPE NATURAL HISTORY CLUB - Visit www.capenaturalhistoryclub.co.za   Contact Eleanor 021 762 1779   

ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY - Contact Lia at xtrahand@iafrica.com  

FRIENDS OF SA MUSEUM - Contact Maxine Davies  021 481 3913 (Wednesdays & Fridays only)  samfriends@iziko.org.za 

W.CAPE BRANCH OF THE GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF SA - Saranne Cessford E-mail – gssa_wcb@worldonline.co.za   

website: https://sites.google.com/site/gssawcb/ 



                                            The Official Newsletter of the Cape Town Gem & Mineral Club 

9 | P a g e  

 

 

2012 MEMBERSHIP FEES 

TOWN MEMBERS:       Single:   R305 less R30 if newsletter is e mailed 

                                       Family:   (Principal/partner/with dependent children under 21) R380 less R30 if newsletter is e mailed 

COUNTRY MEMBERS: (Living more than 50km as the crow flies from central Cape Town) Single: R235 less R30 if newsletter is emailed 

                                       Family: (Principal/partner/with dependent children under 21) R280 less R30 if newsletter is e mailed 

STUDENT/AFFILIATE:  (Age under 25, registered full-time at bona fide college or university, or dependent child of existing member) 

NO DISCOUNT FOR E-MAILED NEWSLETTER     R140 

ONCE OFF JOINING FEE FOR NEW MEMBERS:  (R20 per application, single or family)  

If you ask for the newsletter to be posted to you (even if you have e mail) there is no discount 

Club bank a/c for payments is ABSA - Table View - code 334409 - account no. 40-5975-5822  Payments must be made to THE 

MINERALOGICAL SOCIETY OF SOUTHERN AFRICA not CT Gem & Min.  Please make a direct payment where possible, and identify your 

transaction with your name as the beneficiary reference. 

 

The opinions expressed in the articles above do not necessarily reflect those of the Executive Committee. We welcome all 

contributions related to our hobby and everyone is welcome to send articles for inclusion in the Mineral Chatter. 

This newsletter is the property of the Cape Town Gem & Mineral Club and articles may not be reproduced 

without the permission of the Editor. 

 
 

Chairman:  Malcolm Jackson (e-mail: jacksonhome@telkomsa.net)     Secretary:  Jo Wicht (e-mail: joanna.wicht@kingsley.co.za) 

The Mineralogical Society of Southern Africa, PO Box 28079, Goede Hoop Street, Bothasig, Cape Town, 7406, registered Non-Profit Organisation 

 No. 61-850, trading as The Cape Town Gem & Mineral Club. Affiliated to the Federation of South African Gem & Mineral Societies. 

www.ctminsoc.org.co.za 

 


