PARTING SHOTS

TROUBLE WITH TELECOMMS
My little Parting Shots articles start their journey to your desk (or, I
hope, your sofa) from my house in the West Highlands of Scotland.
At the click of a mouse, they start their journey down a copper cable
sheathed in grey plastic. For the fi rst 200 m or so the cable runs under
a field, but then it reaches a road. This is a very wet part of the world.
The mountains a few kilometres to the west sometimes get 3 m of rain
in a year, so the narrow roads are edged by deep ditches. The grey cables
are simply dropped into these ditches, and you can see them snaking
along, in amongst the reeds and tadpoles and empty whisky bottles.
About 5 km to the east, the cable abruptly turns north and runs for
about a kilometre under an arm of the sea, emerging somewhere near
the local telephone exchange, where the technology goes up a notch
and we join the national fibre-optic network.
I expect my broadband to be slow, but a couple of weeks ago, when
I was thinking about this article, it became maddeningly erratic, and
voices over the telephone became strangely muffled, which I ascribed
to my advancing years. A man was sent by my telecomms provider,
and he spent a whole day replacing what he called ‘wet joints’ between
my house and the exchange. My broadband is now completely reliable
and I feel years younger. To test this great technological leap forward, I
serendipitously decided to go to the Mineralogical Society’s archive and
have a look at the very fi rst paper published in Mineralogical Magazine.
By a strange coincidence I found myself back in a world dogged by
telecomms problems.
The opening lines of issue 1, volume 1, of Mineralogical Magazine, August
1876, the fi rst words of the world’s fi rst properly scientific mineralogical journal, are reproduced nearby. The new journal was followed in
March 1878 by what was then called Bulletin de la Société minéralogique
de France, now subsumed in European Journal of Mineralogy. The Min
Mag article by Marshall Hall is unexpectedly interesting. It relates how
the cable-laying steamship Faraday is in the Mid-Atlantic, at latitude
50°30’ N, longitude 24°46’ W, ‘grappling for the broken telegraph cable’.
The broken cable is clearly world news, so no further explanation is
needed. The grapple brings up a 9.5 kg lump of black basalt, which is
passed to a Mr J. Clifton Ward who makes a thin section, which he
views using polarized light. Min Mag provides illustrations in colour,
something that has become commonplace only in the last decade and
for which we are still charged extra by some journals! It was only in
1849 that Henry Clifton Sorby had introduced the use of thin sections, and microscopes fitted with Nicol prisms, to geology, so the Min
Mag article was state-of-the-art petrography. Ward identifies augite and
olivine (see his drawing) and white needles of plagioclase showing ‘longitudinal banding when more highly magnified’, but he cannot give a
name to ‘a good deal of a very dark brown or black patchy substance,
probably an irony product of decomposition’, which I think we would
recognize as altered glass.

J. Clifton Ward’s drawing of basalt
brought up by the Faraday from 2242
fathoms (13,542 feet, 4100 m) in the
North Atlantic

A cluster of plagioclase crystals,
between crossed polarizers. The section
seems to have been on the thick side.

The discovery of basalt on the ocean floor causes consternation. Ward
suggests that ‘as it is possible that the mass of basalt from which the
specimen was chipped had been floated southwards on ice, the microscopic examination of some of the northern basaltic tracts might indicate the parent rock’. I fear that all the techniques of chemical and isotopic analysis available today might well fail in that task! To establish
whether it is feasible for ice to have carried it to the position from which
it was collected, Marshall Hall consults a Dr John Rae. Rae responds
that ‘he is not aware of icebergs having been seen about that spot, but
that such an occurrence is not impossible’. Hall and Rae agree that the
basalt is most likely to have been ‘wrenched off some submarine peak’.
Canadian and Scottish readers will know about John Rae. He is my
greatest hero, a relatively unknown traveller whose explorations
of northern Canada far outshine the Arctic exploits of Peary and
Amundsen. Born in 1813 in the tiny village of Orphir in the Orkney
Isles, off the north-eastern tip of mainland Scotland, Rae graduated as
a surgeon from Edinburgh University in 1833. His father, also John,
was made the Orkney agent of the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1819. The
company’s supply ships would call there before crossing the Atlantic.
Rae junior signed on for a single season as surgeon on an HBC ship
heading for James Bay, at the southern end of Hudson Bay, but as luck
would have it, the sea ice came early and Rae had to winter on bleak
Charlton Island. He enjoyed it so much that he remained at Moose
Factory on James Bay for ten years! He learned the hunting and survival skills of the local Inuit people, for whom he had great respect,
and dressed like them. On behalf of the HBC he undertook a number
of extraordinary journeys of exploration in the enormous wilderness
of northern Canada and its Arctic islands, travelling in small parties
and living off the land. In 1844–1845 he walked 1200 miles (1930
km) in two months, earning the nickname ‘Aglooka’ – ‘he who takes
long strides’ – from the Inuit. He was involved in the search for the
Franklin expedition and was condemned by the British establishment
for suggesting that members of Her Majesty’s Royal Navy had resorted
to cannibalism.
Telecomms entered Rae’s life again in 1860 when the Atlantic cable
failed (again). A new route was sought through Faroe, Iceland and
Greenland, and he was sent to assess the landward part of the route.
Then, in 1884, aged 71, he was involved in a project to investigate the
possibility of a telegraph route through British Columbia to Siberia, and
explored a great length of the mighty Fraser River, without a guide,
using a dugout canoe. This great man died in London in 1893, in his
80 th year. His only memorial is a statue in St Magnus Cathedral in
Kirkwall, Orkney, showing him lying down as in the open, wearing
his Arctic travelling clothes, a gun at his side.
Ian Parsons, University of Edinburgh
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ELECTRON MICROPROBE OPERATOR –
TEXAS A&M UNIVERSITY
The Department of Geology & Geophysics at Texas A&M University
(TAMU), College Station, Texas is seeking applicants for an individual
to oversee the operation of the Cameca SX-50 electron microprobe (a
proposal to fund the purchase of a new instrument is under review). We
seek a qualified individual with demonstrated experience in the operation
and maintenance of an electron microprobe. Applicants should have an
advanced degree in geological sciences or a related field; a PhD is preferred for the position of Assistant Research Scientist, although we will
consider qualified applicants with a MS degree for a Research Associate
position. Applicants must have experience operating an electron microprobe, familiarity with the theory of electron microanalysis, and the ability
to effectively interact with other scientists and students. Some knowledge
of electronics and computer hardware and software is preferred. The successful candidate will be expected to: (1) Instruct users on the operation
and theory of the electron microprobe, including teaching an annual
course; (2) assist users on a daily basis to obtain high-quality analytical
results and to interpret these results; (3) supervise, manage, and maintain
the electron microprobe facility. The primary focus of the position is to
maintain and enhance the capabilities of this facility and to assist TAMU
and outside users. However, the successful candidate will be encouraged to
conduct research and submit competitive funding proposals, as time permits, and will likely find a variety of possibilities for collaborative research.
The competitive salary will be commensurate with experience. To apply,
send a cover letter, CV, brief statement of technical and research interests and accomplishments, and contact information for three referees
to Dr. Will Lamb at w-lamb@geos.tamu.edu. Review of applications will
begin immediately with a desired start date of January 1, 2014. For more
information contact Will Lamb via email or at (979) 845-3075.
Texas A&M University is an affirmative action/equal opportunity employer
committed to excellence through the recruitment and retention of a
diverse faculty and student body and compliance with the Americans
with Disabilities Act. We encourage applications from minorities, women,
veterans, and persons with disabilities. Texas A&M University also has a
policy of being responsive to the needs of dual-career partners (http://
employees.tamu.edu/Jobs/careers/dcsDetails.aspx).

NANOGEOSCIENCE
UNIVERSITY OF COPENHAGEN
Our group is international, with researchers from chemistry, physics,
geology, mineralogy, engineering, mathematics and biology. We
work together in a dynamic team to solve questions of relevance to
environment and energy. We combine a unique set of nanoscale
techniques with classical methods to understand the fundamental
processes that take place at the interface between Earth materials and
fluids (water, gas, oil, CO2). We are beginning a large new project, so in
the next months, we will be filling several positions:
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