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DISCOVERY OF GIANT GEMSTONE DEPOSITS 
After discovering iolite, ruby, sapphire and kyanite at Palmer Canyon in 1996, I began searching for 

other places with similar geology. I was looking large blocks of mica schist and/or vermiculite where 

kyanite, andalusite, sillimanite and/or cordierite 

had been reported. The areas I immediately high-

lighted were Grizzly Creek, Owen Creek and West 

Cooney Hills in the Laramie Mountains and 

Copper Mountain in the Owl Creek Mountains. 

Then there was the Laramie Anorthosite-Syenite 

Complex ï a highly aluminous igneous batholith 

covering more than 350 mi
2
. These were not the 

only targets, just the more obvious ones. I 

particularly wanted to get to  Grizzly Creek 

because some ruby had apparently been found, but 

I didnôt have easy access. Anyone interested in 

following up on these deposits ï please note that I 

do not keep information on claims or ownership ï 

so you will have to get this information. The BLM provides a website with mining claim information at 

http://www.geocommunicator.gov/blmMap/Map.jsp.  

 

Another interesting area was the Laramie anorthosite-syenite complex further south near Laramie that 

was described to have considerable cordierite and had been investigated by many researchers from 

several universities ï although no one ever mentioned gem iolite. But the same could be said of the 

peridot (http://gemhunter.webs.com/peridotolivine.htm) I had discovered in 1997 the Leucite Hills 

(http://leucitehills.blogspot.com), which also had been investigated by several universities with no 

mention of gem material. The anorthosite complex had already produced some excellent gem-quality 

labradorite with great ófireô, but like all gemstones found in Wyoming, even the labradorite remained 

unevaluated and overlooked. In fact, two rockhounds from Torrington had collected several excellent 

gem quality labradorite specimens from the road bed material in Albany County 11 and 12 running 

from Sybille Canyon. 
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In a book on gemstones (Hausel and Sutherland, 2000) Wayne and I mentioned these deposits, but we 

had not yet conducted any field investigations. It became more and more apparent with each discovery 

(http://geologicalconsultant.webs.com/discoveries.htm) that essentially all researchers had been 

walking around with blinders in the field. 

 

Mineralogy 
I was looking for gem-quality iolite, as well as corundum (ruby and sapphire) and kyanite. I was 

hopeful other gems might be found such as almandine, andalusite, chiastolite, catôs eye sillimanite and 

sillimanite and anyone searching these areas should study the raw forms of all of these gems, as they 

are likely to be found. Iolite is the gem-variety of cordierite and also referred to as dichroite and water 

sapphire. Some people have compared it to tanzanite due to its spectacular blue to violet color. 

 

Cordierite {(Mg,Fe)2Al4Si5O18} occurs in a couple of different crystal habits (forms) such as short 

orthorhombic (pseudohexagonal) prismatic crystals with rectangular cross-sections. Another common 

habit is elliptical to rounded porphyroblasts (large crystals) or nodules. The mineral is brittle with 

conchoidal fracture and may have poor cleavage parallel to the b-axis b{010} and parting parallel to c-

axis c{001}. If you are unfamiliar with crystal habits, cleavage and axes, donôt worry, it takes time to 

get familiar with these. Visit the Mindat website as they have great 3-D graphics of crystal forms 

(http://www.mindat.org/min-1128.html). When looking for iolite ï look for clear, glassy rounded 

material in mica schists and gneisses that may look like massive amethyst, tanzanite, or blue sapphire. 

Nearly all iolite I found also had a very thin coating (reaction rim) of greenish mica. 
 

Cordierite (iolite) has a hardness of 7 to 7.5 and is transparent to translucent with vitreous luster 

(Hurlbut and Switzer, 1979). The hardness and luster are perfect for high-quality and lasting 

gemstones. According to Sinkankas (1964), the gem variety of cordierite is iolite. The word iolite is 

derived from the Greek word ion, meaning violet, the common color of gem-quality cordierite. The 

color of cordierite may vary from yellow to green to blue to violet, but transparent blue and violet-blue 

grains are sought for gems. No matter what the color of 

the stone, as long as it is attractive, it can be marketed 

as proven by the recent popularity of former industrial 

diamonds that include canary, cognac, champagne, 

black and chocolate. When it comes to gemstones, 

much of the value is due to marketing. 

 

Cordierite is also referred to as dichorite due to strong 

pronounced pleochroism resulting in gems that change 

shades of color depending on the angle viewed and 

intensity and typle of light source. In one direction, 

iolite will appear sapphire-blue; when rotated, it may be 

grayish-blue to gray. Wyoming iolite includes 

transparent violet-blue nodules, resorbed crystals, 

rounded black, translucent to opaque grains, and 

brownish rounded resorbed grains that are replaced by 

mica and quartz. These latter grains have been referred 

to as ópeanutsô or óalmondsô due to distinct, rounded, 
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morphology that makes them look like peanuts weathering out of metagreywacke at South Pass. 

 

GRIZZLY CREEK 
Because of geology, Grizzly Creek became my next iolite target. Deep down inside, I felt this was 

going to produce some gems, but when I finally was able to get access through a private ranch in 2004, 

I was amazed that this deposit had been missed. I discovered very large masses of gem-quality iolite 

scattered around on the ground, as well as enormous quantities of gem-grade kyanite. So great was this 

discovery that a photo taken of me by my field assistant ended up on the cover of the ICMJôs 

Prospecting and Mining Journal. Although my investigation was only preliminary, it was apparent this 

was a world-class colored gemstone deposit that needed detailed mapping and sampling to properly 

appraise as there were likely other gemstones including some of the largest ever found! The cordierite 

was surrounded by billions of carats of sky-blue kyanite with some sillimanite schist that have trace 

corundum (ruby). The deposit lies in a 300 by 5000 foot belt of metapelite (mica schist) that is only 

partially explored at the surface. A collectorôs quarry reportedly yielded a 

couple of specimens of ruby (George Snyder, personal communication). 

But very little corundum was found.   
 
Cover of ICMJôs Prospecting and Mining Journal, March 2005 showing the first 

faceted iolites from Wyoming with me standing adjacent to boulder filled with 

several thousand carats of gem kyanite and some ruby. 

 

Grizzly Creek is accessed from Palmer Canyon road 4 miles east of the 

Palmer Canyon deposit at the base of the Laramie Range. Following 

discovery of the Palmer Canyon iolite (Hausel, 1998b), it became clear 

that similar deposits were likely to be found elsewhere. The thermal 

metamorphic event that produced the masses of iolite at Palmer Canyon 

was relatively widespread in the Laramie Range in southeastern 

Wyoming. An earlier metamorphic event produced large crystals of kyanite in the aluminum-rich rocks. 

The presence of kyanite could possibly represent an indicator mineral of sorts in a search for alumino-

silicate (andalusite, iolite, kyanite, sillimanite) and alumina (ruby, 

sapphire) gemstones in this region.  
 

Kyanite (from Grizzly Creek) has distinct rectangular shaped sky-blue prisms. 

Notable is its hardness. With a pocketknife it can be scratched parallel to the c-

axis (long direction) but cannot be scratched parallel to the perpendicular b-axis.  

 

Kyanite at Grizzly Creek is high quality and there are billions of carats of 

this material. It is cabochon grade and much has very pleasing, sky-blue color with some pink and 

golden specimens. But the iolite I found nearby was incredible. It occurred as large and giant 

replacement masses of the schist. This deposit is one of the largest iolite deposits in the world (if not 

the largest) and if ever explored, developed and marketed, it would likely yield several $billion in 

gemstones.  
 

The first kyanite gemstones from Wyoming. These were discovered by the author 

at Palmer Canyon, Grizzly Creek, and the West Cooney Hills.  
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Variety of kyanite cabochons from Grizzly Creek (photo courtesy of Vic Norris).   

 

During reconnaissance, I recovered the largest piece of gem-quality 

iolite in the world lying on the ground that I named the Grizzly Creek 

Blue Giant - a football-size transparent gemstone of 24,150 carats. The 

gem was placed on exhibit on first floor of the Wyoming Geological 

Survey building, but such a rare specimen should be in a more secure 

location. I have little doubt that if I would have been able to continue my 

research, I would have recovered stones weighing several hundred thousand carats, and likely a few 

weighing more than a million carats. One such gemstone was too large to recover, was about the size of 

a Volkswagen, and sits in the outcrop! 

 

The Blue Giant was dwarfed by masses of iolite in outcrop that will require quarrying operations to 

recover. Some are likely worth $1 to $tens of millions! In outcrop, the iolite is weakly iron-stained with 

excellent blue color and transparency on fresh surfaces. It is not known how much if any of this 

material has been destroyed by 

mylonitization (granulation). For 

example, some specimens collected at 

Palmer Canyon showed distinct 

mylonitic to ultramylonitic texture in 

thin section that resulted in a cloudy, 

light-blue and glassy material of poor 

quality due to granulation over the past 2 

billion years. 

 
The largest iolite gem in the world ï the 

óGrizzly Creek Blue Giantô. This 24,150 carat 

stone, although highly fractured, the gem 

material is high quality and could produce 

thousands of carats of gemstones. This stone, 

however, is dwarfed by specimens in outcrop 

at Grizzly Creek. 
 

 

 
Left. The author with foot on boulder containing 

hundreds of pencil-shaped (prisms) gem-quality kyanite 

crystals at Grizzly Creek. 

 

Right, Wayne Sutherland sits in front of an outcrop of 

massive iolite that likely would yield a massive gemstone 

of several hundred thousand to a few million carats. 

Nearly the entire outcrop in this photo is one massive 

piece of iolite. 

 


