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Why Locality & Provenance Matter
in Mineral Collecting

The place on the label can explain far more than you might expect
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LOCALITY

When I first started collecting minerals, locality information was mostly something I liked

having on the label.

Brazil sounded interesting. Namibia sounded interesting. Pakistan, Colombia and Switzerland all gave
the specimen a sense of place, but I did not yet understand how much that information could tell me

about the crystal itself.
That changed once I began comparing the same minerals from different parts of the world.

Fluorite made the point particularly clearly. It can occur in many countries and in an extraordinary range
of colours and forms, yet material from individual deposits can develop a character of its own. After
handling enough fluorite, I began to understand why experienced collectors sometimes have an idea

where a specimen came from before they have even seen the label.

Treak Cliff Cavern in Derbyshire is associated with Blue John, the famous banded purple and yellow
fluorite that has been worked and ornamentally carved for generations. Travel north to Weardale and
classic English fluorite can look completely different again, particularly the highly collectable green and

purple crystals produced by the area's mines and quarries.
Then move halfway around the world.

Huanggang in Inner Mongolia has produced fluorite in very different settings and associations, while
Yaogangxian in Hunan Province is known to collectors for complex specimens in which fluorite may
appear alongside quartz, calcite and metallic minerals. Okorusu in Namibia developed another

recognisable character again, particularly in some of its strongly zoned cubic material.
Every one of those specimens can still be labelled fluorite.
That is why the mineral name alone only gets us so far.

The chemistry does not suddenly change because the crystal formed in Derbyshire rather than Inner
Mongolia. The geological environment does. Different rocks surround the deposit, the mineralising

fluids can differ, temperatures change and so does the amount of space available for crystals to grow.

Eventually those differences become visible.
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QUARTZ & PLACE

“That level of
localiry information
changes the way 1
look at a crystal.”

Quartz takes the idea even further because it occurs almost everywhere and still manages to produce

localities that collectors recognise immediately.

Swiss Alpine quartz is particularly important to me because the provenance can become incredibly
specific. A basic label saying "Quartz, Switzerland" may be accurate, but individual specimens can

sometimes be traced to a canton, mountain, valley or even a particular fissure.

Elsewhere, Herkimer County in New York became famous for the unusually clear, double-terminated
quartz crystals commonly known as Herkimer diamonds. Brandberg in Namibia is associated with a
completely different style of material, including quartz with smoky or amethyst colour and a remarkable
range of inclusions. Arkansas has its own long history of exceptionally clear quartz, while Brazil has
produced such an extraordinary variety that the word quartz can barely begin to describe what is

available.
That level of locality information changes the way I look at a crystal.

Instead of seeing a piece of quartz that happens to come from somewhere in the world, I can start
thinking about the particular geological environment where it grew and why that environment produced

this specimen rather than another one.
This is why it helps to distinguish locality from provenance.

Locality is the place the specimen came from. Depending on what is known, that might mean a country,

province, district, mine, quarry, claim, mountain or individual pocket.

Provenance is the information that connects the specimen to that place and records what happened to it

afterwards.
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PROVENANCE

From broad location to individual specimen

COUNTRY
REGION / DISTRICT
MINE / QUARRY / CLAIM

POCKET / FISSURE

SPECIMEN

Sometimes the provenance is fairly simple. A dealer bought the material directly from the person who

mined it and kept the locality information with the specimen.
Other pieces have had much longer lives.

They may carry old handwritten labels, previous collection numbers, dealer tickets or details of owners
who had the specimen decades earlier. Some have been through several collections before appearing on

the market again.
Those small pieces of paper can become surprisingly important.

A faded label might preserve a mine name that has since changed, show that a specimen was collected
before particular workings closed or connect it with an older collection. Even when none of those things

apply, it can still preserve locality information that would be difficult or impossible to reconstruct later.
I would never throw an old label away simply because a newer one looks better.
Mineral information is remarkably easy to lose.

A specimen may begin with a miner who knows exactly where it came from. It can then pass to a local
buyer, exporter, wholesaler, dealer and finally a collector. Every time it changes hands, somebody has

another opportunity either to preserve the information or shorten it.

A specimen recorded originally from a particular level or pocket can eventually become the name of a
mine. The mine can become a district, and after enough time the only surviving information may be the

country.
That is also where sellers need to be careful about sounding more certain than the evidence allows.

A named mine looks much better in a listing than a broad region. A particular pocket sounds more
interesting than "locality unknown". I understand the temptation because specific provenance genuinely

can make a specimen more desirable.

The problem is that precision is only useful when it is reliable.
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PRECISION

“Geology has no oblzgatz’on to repeat itself for collectors.”

I cannot honestly claim to know everything about every specimen I buy. Rare Minerals Earth is a small
business in Cheshire and many of the minerals I handle come from workings thousands of miles away.
Sometimes I buy directly from miners, while other material reaches me through people who have

longstanding relationships with the source.

There are limits to what I can verify, and I think it is better to acknowledge those limits than quietly turn

a possibility into a fact.

If T know the exact mine, I want to preserve it. If the reliable information only reaches the district or
province, that is what should go on the label. When information comes from a supplier but cannot easily

be independently confirmed, that context can matter too.

Good provenance is not about making every specimen sound as important as possible. It is about

keeping the information attached to it honest.

There are minerals where that distinction becomes particularly important because locality helps define

the material itself.

Blue John without its Derbyshire origin would lose a fundamental part of what the name means.
Tanzanite is tied to the Merelani area of northern Tanzania. Imperial Topaz is strongly associated with
the Ouro Preto region of Minas Gerais. In cases like these, origin is much more than an interesting

footnote.

In other situations the mineral is widespread, but an individual locality has become important because of
what it produced. A fluorite from Weardale, quartz from a documented Alpine fissure or mineral

specimen from a famous historic mine carries information about one finite geological occurrence.
An individual pocket can make the provenance even more specific.

Once the crystals have been removed, there is no reason another opening in the rock will produce exactly
the same material. The surrounding deposit may continue producing for years, but the particular

combination of colour, habit and associations found in one pocket can disappear as quickly as it arrived.

Geology has no obligation to repeat itself for collectors.

LOCALITY & PROVENANCE 4



RARE MINERALS EARTH COLLECTOR RESOURCE 02

THE HUMAN STORY

> A

The human part of the story matters to me as well.

Before Rare Minerals Earth, I worked in the trade union movement, so I have always found it difficult to

look at a finished product without thinking about the people involved in producing it.
Minerals are no different.

A crystal does not arrive on a collector’s shelf by itself. Somebody has to find it, remove it from the rock

and recognise that the specimen is worth preserving intact.

Sometimes that happens in environments most of us will never experience. Alpine crystal hunters may
reach fissures in steep mountain terrain. Peridot workings in northern Pakistan can be affected by
difficult access and seasonal conditions. Elsewhere, a miner may spend days following a mineralised vein

without any guarantee that the next opening will contain a crystal worth preserving.
Knowing something about that journey changes how I'look at the finished specimen.

It does not mean we can reconstruct every person who ever touched it, and I would be very suspicious of
anybody claiming perfect traceability where none exists.
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PRESERVING THE RECORD

What we can do is preserve the information that survives.

For a collector, that can be remarkably simple. Keep the mineral name, locality, dealer and date of
acquisition together. Record the mine or pocket where it is genuinely known. Retain previous collection

information and do not separate old labels from the specimen.
If photographs, invoices or other documentation contain useful provenance, keep those too.

I have included a printable Rare Minerals Earth specimen record elsewhere in these resources for exactly
that reason. Most of the information relating to a specimen bought from me should already be in the
listing, and transferring it into your own collection record means you are not relying on an online page

existing forever.
That matters because the specimen almost certainly has a longer life expectancy than the website.

Minerals move between people. Collections are sold, inherited and reorganised, and years later somebody

may hold the same crystal and want to know where it came from.
The answer might once have been written on a label small enough to lose behind a cabinet.

Keeping it with the specimen seems like a very small effort for something the Earth spent rather longer

creating.

“Keeping it with the specimen seems like a very small effort for
something the Earth spent rather longer creating.”
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