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SCENES FROM THE PAST-II 
by 

WILLIAM L. HISS 
Past President 

New Mexico Geological Society 

INTRODUCTION 

This is the second in what promises to be a continuing series 
of photographic histories of the New Mexico Geological So-
ciety and the geological exploration of New Mexico and adja-
cent areas. Photographs accompanied by a brief, but complete, 
narrative description containing the names of the people in the 
photos, the location and date on which the photo was taken, 
the geological features shown, and general background in-
formation are solicited from readers by the officers of the 
Geological Society. Photographs submitted will be copied and 
promptly returned to the owner. 

TWENTY -FIVE YEARS AGO 
Participants in the second field conference sponsored by the 

New Mexico Geological Society registered at the Administra-
tion Building, University of New Mexico, the afternoon of 
October 11, 1951 and left early the next day for Grants and a 
tour of the south and west sides of the San Juan basin. The 
conferees were entertained with Kodachrome slides of the 
route scheduled for second and third days by W. B. Hoover at 
an informal dinner in Gallup at the end of the second day. The 
trip ended near Shiprock late on the third day. 

Dr. Clay T. Smith, Professor of Geology, New Mexico Insti-
tute of Mining and Technology, was both General Chairman of 
the field conference and Editor of the guidebook—an over-
whelming task. Clay kindly contributed the following recollec-
tions of the second field conference. 

"Field trip chairmen are the poorest people in the world to 
ask 'what happened?' When the time for the trip actually 
arrives one is convinced of several things: First, the guidebooks 
will never be printed and even if they manage to clear the 
printshop they'll never make it to the trip on time. Second, 
you've printed too many guidebooks and the society faces 
imminent bankruptcy. Third, there will be too many cars in 
the caravan and there are at least six stops where parking will 
be impossible. Fourth, seven stops in one day cannot be made 
since a full hour is required to stop, park, unload and load the 
caravan without a word being spoken on the outcrop and yet 
each scheduled stop is critical to an understanding of the geol-
ogy—so which one do you omit? Fifth, whatever contingency 
you haven't thought of and prepared for will occur. 

My recollections are somewhat clouded by the passage of 
time, but almost all of the above did happen on the second 
field conference. Only about 300 of the 1,500 guidebooks 
printed were ready when the field conference opened registra-
tion in Gallup. The Society had begun the preparations for the 
first field conference the previous year with a balance in the 
treasury of 67 cents and, although almost the entire stock of 
guidebooks (1,000) was sold by the time of the second field 
conference, the 1,500 ordered of a larger book with more 
illustrations had again placed us deep in the red. Few of us at 
that time could envision the potential of the San Juan basin 

 

 and the support it has afforded not only for the New 
Mexico Geological Society but also for the Four Corners group 
as well. There were more than 125 cars in the caravan and a 
simple calculation will indicate that this number requires at 
least one-half mile of eight-foot wide space for parking as well 
as creating horrendous traffic jams on U.S. 66, which was a 
narrow 2-lane highway in those days. The Society certainly 
must acknowledge superb cooperation from the New Mexico 
State Police and the Navajo Reservation Police in handling the 
traffic problems. 

The names and events that come to mind? Big John Harsh-
barger trying to sell the Cow Springs Sandstone to the as-
sembled multitude. Bill Hoover insisting that his Red Mesa 
formation was a more viable name than extending Summerville 
from the San Rafael Swell of Utah. Charley Read and the 
Todilto 'niche' going south from Fort Defiance. Where did the 
Navajo sandstone pinch out?, or did it? Would the uranium 
discoveries west of Grants really amount to anything?, and 
besides what could you do with ore in limestone? Could any-
one ever really produce gas from those tight Cretaceous sands 
in the basin? It was fun to be in on the beginnings of such an 
unprecedented development as has occurred with oil, gas, coal, 
and uranium. 

Roads and cars not being as dependable (?) as today's gas 
guzzlers, the Society always engaged the services of a tow 
truck to follow the caravan, make minor repairs, carry extra 
gas, oil, fan belts and the like, and generally provide insurance 
that major problems could not arise. However, the last stop of 
the third day was to be near sunset at the top of Lukuchukai 
Pass in the Chuska Mountains. It was felt that Shiprock to the 
east and the spectacular colors to the west would provide a 
fitting climax for the trip. As the caravan started up the grade 
the seventh or eighth car stalled on a narrow steep pitch 
from overheating. The road was so narrow and so jammed with 
the caravan that the tow truck at the rear of the line could not 
get to the stalled vehicle. Nearly two hours were lost before 
the line could proceed up the pass and, needless to say, the last 
stop was cancelled since it was pitch dark when the group 
reached the top. I remember standing at the pass and waving 
the caravan on as they topped out. The dust was so thick it's a 
wonder more cars simply didn't clog up and cease running. It 
was still a pretty sight to watch the lights running out across 
the basin from Red Rock to Highway 666. 

Being chairman of a large field trip has always been a 
traumatic experience at best, but it has its good side too. One 
gets to work closely with a great bunch of people who are 
utterly selfless when it comes to serving the Society. And 
apparently that bonus never changes through the years. It's 
nice to be a geologist and even nicer to be able to depend upon 
your fellow geologists regardless of age, training or experience. 
Our profession may not be unique in this regard, but I haven't 
heard very many other professionals make similar statements." 



 



 



 



 



 


