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B U R I E D T R E A S U R E O F T H E 

N I C O A M E N P L A T E A U 
P h y l l i s R i c h a r d s o n 

D u r i n g the Summer Seasons o f the y e a r s 18B8 and 1889, Dr. George M a Dawson, 
accompanied by Mr. J . McEvoy and 3 o r 4 n a t i v e packers,, t r a v e r s e d the I n t e r i o r 
P l a t e a u of B r i t i s h Columbia. P l o t t i n g t h e Geology nnri Geography of the u r e a , they 
r e v i s e d e x i s t i n g s u r v e y maps, expanding on work Dr. Dawson had begun f o r t h e Geo
l o g i c a l Survey o f Canada i n 1871 D

P r o v i d e d w i t h a few pack horses and r i d i n g a n i m a l s , Dr. Dawson and h i s 
f i e l d p a r t y completed a su r v e y n o t a b l e f o r i t s d e t a i l and a c c u r a c y . H i s "Report 
on the Area o f the Kamloops Map-Sheet, B r i t i s h Columbia", p u b l i s h e d i n 1895 by t h e 
G e o l o g i c a l Survey of Caruida (now out of p r i n t ) i s ; J s o u g h t - a f t e r e d i t i o n by many 
pr e s e n t - d a y G n o l r n j i s t s . 

P a r t o f the a r e a c o v e r e d by t h i s r e p o r t i s t h e Nicoamen P l a t e a u , which 
l i e s between the N i c o l a , t h e Thompson, and t h e Nicoamen Rivers„ C o n s i s t i n g l a r g e l y 
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One o f the many h u n t i n g l o c a t i o n s f o r "Shaw Springs'* Agate 
i s near enough t o t h e highway t o make i t an easy one-day o u t i n g . 
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o f T e r t i a r y V o l c u n i c s f t h i s o r G a i s known to many Rockhounds from v a r i o u s p«-irtw o f 
North America as an agate c o l l e c t i n g l o c a l i t y * 

Dr. Dawson r e p o r t s t h a t " o f the s e v e r a l r o u t e s examined ov e r t h i s P l a t e a u , 
o n l y one c o u l d be d e s c r i b e d as f o l l o w i n g a t r a v e l l e d t r a i l , t h e o t h e r s b e i n g merely 
f o r c e d r o u t e s t h r o u g h c o u n t r y s c a r c e l y p r a c t i c a b l e f o r pack a n i m a l s " 0 

I wonder what Dr« Dawson might t h i n k i f he c o u l d view t h i s a r e a today and 
see the numbers o f Rockhounds who s e a r c h t h e r e f o r a g a t e s , many o f whom perhaps 
even walk i n h i s f o o t s t e p s * O t h e r s , f o r t r a n s p o r t a t i o n , today use j e e p s , Land 
Rov e r s , P i c k - u p t r u c k s f i t t e d w i t h campers, Hondas, B u i c k s , P o n t i l e s , and even 
th e o c c a s i o n a l Mustang (the f o u r wheeled v a r i e t y ) . T h i s has been made p o s s i b l e by 
ac c e s s roads put i n by F o r e s t r y and l o g g i n g i n t e r e s t s , and by the Department o f 
Highways. 

To many B r i t i s h Columbia Rockhounds, agates from t h i s a r e a are r e f e r r e d to 
as "Shaw S p r i n g s A g a t e s " , a f t e r Shaw 5 p r i n g s R e s o r t , a f a v o r i t e meeting p l a c e f o r 
Rockhounds from near and f a r , s i t u a t e d some 7. m i l e s west of t h e v i l l a g e o f Spences 
B r i d g e on the Trans-Canada Highway. The s i t e o f the Canadian P a c i f i c R a i l w a y 
s i d i n g a c r o s s t h e highway from t h e c a f e a t Shaw S p r i n g s was c a l l e d Drynoch S t a t i o n , , 
The f o l l o w i n g i s quoted from t h e Kamloops Re p o r t : "About a m i l e and a h a l f above 
Drynoch S t a t i o n , t he r a i l w a y t r a c k i s l a i d a c r o s s what i s known as the B i g S l i d e , 
a mass o f s o f t d e b r i s , which i s s t i l l i n a g r a d u a l , i f i n t e r m i t t e n t , s t a t e o f 
motion towards t h e Thompson R i v e r . The m a t e r i a l o f t he s l i d e c o n s i s t s o f y e l l o w 
i s h and b r o w n i s h s o f t t u f f a c e o u s d e p o s i t s , c o m p l e t e l y poached t o g e t h e r and packed 
w i t h fragments o f b a s a l t i c and o t h e r v o l c a n i c r c c k s 0 I t has descended t o i t s 
p r e s e n t p o s i t i o n from a h i g h l e v e l on the edge o f the Nicoamen P l a t e a u , where r o c k s 
o f the same k i n d a r e s t i l l seen i n p l a c e , and are supposed t o r e p r e s e n t a c o n t i n u 
a t i o n o f t he T r a n q u i l l e beds d e s c r i b e d on t he N i c o l a . The o u t c r o p o f th e s e beds 
p r o b a b l y c r o s s e s the n o r t h e r n p a r t o f the Nicoamen P l a t e a u , but has not been d e f 
i n i t e l y t r a c e d t h e r e . As viewed from h i g h p o i n t s on t h e o t h e r s i d e o f the Thomp
son, t h e B i g S l i d e i s found t o have o r i g i n a t e d from t h e edge o f a f l a t meadow
l i k e a r e a w i t h l i t t l e p o o l s o r l a k e s , which forms p a r t o f the edge o f the Nicoamen 
P l a t e a u h e r e . Where c r o s s e d by the r a i l w a y below, i t c o n s i s t s o f i r r e g u l a r mounds 
and r i d g e s , w i t h f r e q u e n t gaping f i s s u r e s , and i s e v i d e n t l y s l o w l y s u b s i d i n g upon 
the i n c l i n e d s u r f a c e o f hard u n d e r l y i n g r o c k s , the e v i d e n c e o f motion b e i n g g r e a t 
e s t a t season when t h e s o i l i s s a t u r a t e d w i t h m o i s t u r e . " 

The s l i d e r e f e r r e d t o here i s s t i l l " s l o w l y s u b s i d i n g " today and both the 
Canadian P a c i f i c R a i l w a y and t h e B r i t i s h Columbia Department o f Highways have had 
a c o n t i n u o u s and c o s t l y f i g h t o v e r t h e y e a r s t o m a i n t a i n t h e i r roadbeds. However, 
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i t i s t h i s same s l i d e t h a t g i v e s access t o one p o p u l a r rock h u n t i n g a r e a on t h e 
r i m o f t he P l a t e a u . 

When the Highway Department was r e b u i l d i n g the Trans-Canada Highway a c r o s s 
the base o f t h i s s l i d e , much was done i n an attempt t o s t a b i l i z e the moving p o r t 
i o n , and d u r i n g t h i s t i m e an a c c e s s road was put i n t o Soap Lake, (a d i s t a n c e o f 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 5 m i l e s ) w i t h a f o r k l e a d i n g t o the base of the b l u f f s which form 
the r i m o f t h e P l a t e a u . S i n c e t h a t t i m e , l o g g i n g i n t e r e s t s have extended t h i s 
a c c e s s . I t i s p o s s i b l e d u r i n g dry weather, w i t h a p i c k - u p t r u c k , o r f o u r - w h e e l e d 
d r i v e v e h i c l e t o get w i t h i n easy w a l k i n g d i s t a n c e of the c o l l e c t i n g a r e a s . 

From the r o c k f a c e s h e r e , a g r e a t v a r i e t y o f agate has been eroded by 
n a t u r e o r "mined" by hardy Rockhound e n t h u s i a s t s , , The agate i s m o s t l y i n t h e form 
o f n o d u l e s , o f gray o r p a l e b l u i s h gray c o l o r . Some o f the more s t r i k i n g specim
ens have w h i t e , orange, p i n k , and g r e e n i s h plumes. Others show s t r i k i n g f o r t i f i 
c a t i o n when c u t . A l s o from t h i s g e n e r a l area have come Geodes w i t h Q u a r t z , Ame
t h y s t and C a l c i t e C r y s t a l s l i n i n g c a v i t i e s , and seam agate w i t h b e a u t i f u l w h i t e 
plumes. 

One p e c u l i a r i t y t o n e a r l y a l l t y p e s o f agate from the P l a t e a u i s t h a t 
whether i t be seam agate o r n o d u l e , each i s c o v e r e d w i t h a r i n d o r s k i n o f a b r i c k 
r e d c o l o r . Many s m a l l specimens are t a k e n home f o r t h e t u m b l e r and when t h e 
r e d d i s h c o a t i n g has been ground away, t h e r e o f t e n i s a very i n t e r e s t i n g eye e f f e c t 
exposed. A l s o , when s l i c i n g agate from t h i s l o c a l i t y , one s h o u l d keep an eye open 
f o r i r i s e f f e c t . Many p l a i n , smoky-coloured nodules produce an i r i s e f f e c t when 
p r o p e r l y o r i e n t e d and t h i n l y s l i c e d . 

A n o ther a c c e s s up onto the P l a t e a u , i s hy way o f a l o g g i n g road (see map) 
which l e a v e s the Trans-Canada Highway at a p o i n t 4 - T m i l e s West o f the Shaw S p r i n g s 
Cafe* The road i s q u i t e s t e e p f o r t h e f i r s t 1000 f e e t or so but once t h i s a s c e n t 
has been made, the c l i m b i s a g r a d u a l one, l e a d i n g e v e n t u a l l y t o an abandoned 
r a n c h , where remains o f l o g b u i l d i n g s s e t ones i m a g i n a t i o n f r e e t o r e c o n s t r u c t a 
p i c t u r e o f t h e e f f o r t t h a t must have been spent where now n e g l e c t and decay have 
taken o v e r . Here one can sometimes f i n d an arrow head or spear p o i n t o f t h e b l a c k 
b a s a l t v a r i e t y common t o the I n t e r i o r T r i b e s . 

From t h e r a n c h , v a r i o u s j e e p t r a i l s l e a d o f f o One of t h e s e c r o s s e s the 
P l a t e a u , e v e n t u a l l y c o n n e c t i n g w i t h the l o g g i n g road a t the t o p o f the S l i d e a r e a 
mentioned p r e v i o u s l y . A l l rock o u t c r o p p i n g s encountered are l i k e l y p r o s p e c t i n g 
a r e a s , and s h o u l d be examined. 

In w r i t i n g o f t h e Geology o f the h i g h e r p a r t s of the Nicoamen P l a t e a u , D r a 

Dawson says "The r o c k s observed were e n t i r e l y v o l c a n i c and c h i e f l y b a s a l t s o f 
somewhat v a r i e d c o l o u r and t e x t u r e , o f t e n b r e c c i a t e d . Chalcedony and a g a t e s , t o 
g e t h e r w i t h c r y s t a l l i n e q u a r t z , are r a t h e r n o t a b l y abundant i n a m y g d a l o i d a l c a v i 
t i e s i n some o f the r o c k s and s m a l l specimens o f z e o l i t i c m i n e r a l s , i n c l u d i n g 
s t i l b i t e and h e u l a n d i t e , were a l s o f o u n d . " 

A l s o r e f e r r e d t o by Dr. Dawson i s the a r e a a t the mouth of the Nicoamen 
R i v e r . "The r o c k s f o r m i n g h i g h c l i f f s at the f a l l o f the Nicoamen, bear i t s mouth, 
and seen i n a s c e n d i n g t h e v e r y s t e e p h i l l on t h e t r a i l t o the n o r t h o f the r i v e r , 
are c h i e f l y v e s i c u l a r and a m y g d a l o i d a l b a s a l t s , w e a t h e r i n g t o r e d c o l o u r s . " Near 
here a g a t e s w i t h banding o f pink t o orangy-red t i n t s a re f o u n d . These a r e m o s t l y 
s m a l l i n s i z e but make l o v e l y s t o n e s when c u t and p o l i s h e d . 

The T e r t i a r y Rocks which make up the main body of the P l a t e a u are d e s c r i b e d 
by Dr„ Dawson as b e i n g p a r t o f a g r e a t V o l c a n i c S e r i e s w i d e l y s p r e a d over the 
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r e g i o n covered by h i s Kamloops R e p o r t , w i t h the g r e a t e s t t h i c k n e s s b e i n g between 
the Nicoamen and N i c o l a R i v e r s ( e s t i m a t e d t o be 3100 f e e t ) . T h i s depth i s p r e 
sumed t o be b u i l t up by r e c u r r i n g a c c u m u l a t i o n s o f v o l c a n i c m a t e r i a l s a t d i f f e r e n t 
s t a g e s o f the G e o l o g i c a l s c a l e . Again q u o t i n g the Kamloops R e p o r t : "Agates and 
Chalcedony are found i n c o n s i d e r a b l e abundance i n some p a r t s of t h e e x t e n s i v e 
t r a c t s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by T e r t i a r y v o l c a n i c r o c k s , p a r t i c u l a r l y t hose o c c u p i e d by 
the upper p a r t o f the T e r t i a r y e The c o l o u r s are u s u a l l y p a l e , but many examples 
a r e " p r e t t i l y s t r i p e d and banded. Green t i n t s are not uncommon. The Nicoamen 
P l a t e a u and t h a t i n t h e v i c i n i t y o f Savona Mountain, w i t h the neighbourhood o f 
D u f f e r i n H i l l near Kamloops, are among the p l a c e s where agates were found t o be 
p a r t i c u l a r l y numerous, but t h e i r o c c u r r e n c e and c h a r a c t e r depend on c o m b i n a t i o n s 
o f c o n d i t i o n s which a r e always more o r l e s s l o c a l . " 

The f a c t t h a t a g r e a t v a r i e t y o f ag a t e s o c c u r i n " c o n s i d e r a b l e abundance" 
i n t h e Nicoamen P l a t e a u a r e a i s proven each y e a r when members o^ the Rockhound 
F r a t e r n i t y d i s p l a y t h e i r f a v o r i t e p i e c e s a t the B.C. Rock and Gem Show. 


