
Trip Report for US Silica mine in Montpelier, VA  - by Dave Lines

We arrived between 7:00 and 7:30 am when shadows were long and air temperature was in the 
chilly 50’s.  The plant in the background is where they ball mill the crushed rock into a fine sand-
like consistency and remove the iron and minerals with super magnets.

Perfect weather.  From a cool start in the 50’s rising to a warm 70 with sun all morning, it was beautiful 
morning.  The mine supervisor met us at 7:30 am and reminded the 12 (Tom, Lorna and Francesca S., 
Peter and Ricky T., Jim W., Kathryn K., John W., Bernie B., Renee, Rich and Dave) of us of the safety 
precautions and current conditions.  

There would be a large front end loader moving rock from the quarry to the crusher and the conveyer 
system would be in operation.  He also told us about a very good aerial photo of the entire operation.  He 
spent an extra 10 minutes briefing the 3 folks who had never been in a commercial quarry.  Two of us 
presented specimens to the mine supervisor. 

We then caravanned in our vehicles down into the mine following the mine supervisor’s truck.  First stop 
was the gray moonstone (andesine) and bronzeite (enstatite) area.  The big change there since our trip last 
year was that a 20-foot-wide swath of the berm had been removed and spread out over the quarry floor for 
us to collect from. 



This was our first look at the large open pit quarry where they mine a granulated feldspar called 
“anorthosite”.  Anorthosite is a coarse-grained, intrusive igneous rock composed almost entirely (90–100%) 
of plagioclase feldspar. It is light colored in this quarry and is highly valued in various industries.

In my past 24 years of coming to this quarry, I have never seen so much excellent quality bronzeite along 
with lots of “blocky” chunks of almost pure gray flash moonstone and all of it was readily accessible.  
Everyone found plenty.  I spent a good amount of time helping others by reducing the larger boulders of 
bronzeite into smaller and more manageable size specimens.  

Our first stop was in the gray flash moonstone and bronzeite area.  They had spread out a large amount of 
the material fro us to collect from.



This is another view of the moonstone/bronzeite collecting area.  Very easy to collect and drive to.

There were also seams of very collectible massive rutile and ilmenite in some of the material.  After an hour 
and a half of collecting here, we moved to the bench above this area and found similar materials.  The 
difference was the increased variety of minerals like iridescent ilmenite and white flash moonstone.  

This is our second stop which had more of the gray flash moonstone as well as other minerals 
such as ilmenite, iridescent ilmenite, white flash moonstone, massive rutile, and various weathered
rocks.



After 45 minutes here, we moved to our final area where we found almandine garnets.  This was somewhat 
of “hit-or-miss collecting” because not everyone found a high-quality garnet, although everyone found lots 
of garnets with biotite embedded in them.  Overall, it was an enjoyable and very productive field trip.
 
This picture shows another area on our move to the 3rd collecting location.  Note the wide and well 
maintained quarry roads with berms on the sides.

 

This final stop was on the quarry floor was surrounded by berms and stock-piled white anorthosite 
that contained dodecahedron (12 sided) almandine garnets.  While most of the garnets had biotite 



(black) mica embedded inside them, some of the garnets were very gemmy and some could be 
polished.  The best gemmy garnet found (by Francesca) was about one (1) inch in diameter and 
with at least 2 faces showing out of the biotite mica schist.  The contact zone between the 
anorthosite and the biotite schist seemed to contain the best garnets.
 

By late morning, the air temperature on the quarry floor had risen to 70 degrees.  The material on the right 
was mostly biotite mica schist.

The dark black boulder between Rich and Dave was covered with embedded garnets from marble 
to golf ball sized.



Garnets literally studded the entire surface of this boulder.  Rich and Dave were able to remove several very
gemmy specimens.



This clearly shows a basalt dike which is about 4 to 6 feet wide in the highwall.


