
W hen I first moved out to the desert 
some years back, I discovered what 
would become my favorite bookstore 
tucked back on the side of  Highway 

111 in Palm Desert. The sign out front reads Desert 
Map and Aerial Photo, and through the wrought iron 

gate is one of  the best selections of  local, world and 
geological books and maps. I have bought some of  each. I 

was fascinated by the gold maps, ghost town and rockhounding books, and 
the owner showed me one by Delmer G. Ross called “Gold road to La Paz: An 
interpretive guide to the Bradshaw Trail (Tales of  the Mojave Road),” which is 
where this road trip was technically born. I learned that much of  our desert is 
highly mineralized and has been prospected for centuries.

I have spent a lot of  time reading and exploring the mining areas that dot 
the desert. There are many “famous” ones that surround us, from Virginia 
Dale just north of  Joshua Tree National Park to Eagle Mountain iron mine 
(just east of  the park), which shipbuilding magnate Henry Kaiser founded 
after World War II and bustled for nearly four decades. There’s also Mesquite 
Mine near Glamis in Imperial County – it is still in operation and extracts 
more than 100,000 ounces of  gold annually, according to operator New 
Gold’s website. There are literally hundreds if  not thousands of  abandoned 
and functioning mines across the deserts of  California and Arizona, and YES, 
there is lots and lots of  good stuff out there: Precious metals, gem stones, 
fossils and geodes can be found – with a little patience, of  course!

Now, this trip is to the world-famous Hauser Geode Beds in the Wiley’s 
Well District, located about 15 miles south of  Interstate 10 off the Wiley’s 
Well Road exit, which is less than 20 miles west of  Blythe. According to 
another Ross guidebook, “Rockhounding in the Wiley’s Well District of  
California: The GPS User’s Guide,” the beds are named after Blythe native 
Joel F. Hauser, who discovered them in the early 1930s after his father, who 
owned a freight company, noticed the odd, round-shaped rocks on trips 
between Glamis and Blythe. 

The number one question I’m asked about rockhounding is, “What is a 
geode?” Type this into a Google search and the answer is “a small cavity in 
rock lined with crystals or other mineral matter.” But I tell everyone they are 
awesome, round rocks that you break open with a hammer and crystals are 
inside! Geodes can be hollow or they can be solid, called nodules or “thunder 
eggs.” They are all cool, no matter what you call them. 
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AGATE
Many rockhounds prefer to find 
nodules, and one variety has 
helped put the Potato Patch on 
the map. According to Delmer G. 
Ross in “Rockhounding the Wiley’s 
Well District of California: The GPS 
User’s Guide,” it contains a deep 
blue agate, though he’s never 
actually seen one.

CHALCEDONY
Ross and “a few friends” have 
all found biconoid thunder eggs 
(which are made of translucent 
chalcedony) along the surface 
of the east Potato Patch road. 
While rockhounding with Rick 
Marino, this was the mineral we 
found most often throughout the 
geode beds.

JASPER
Located just over a mile 
northeast of the Hauser Geode 
Beds, the Corn Field is another 
area to explore and there are 
reports that “particularly nice 
white, lavender and rose colored 
pastelite – the fine-grained jasper 
preferred by most knappers – has 
been found,” according to Ross.

QUARTZ
Brown-colored quartz druse 
can be found at the Cinnamon 
Geode Beds, just a third of a 
mile north of the Potato Patch. 
Ross notes several differences 
between the two areas: Geodes 
from the former are often “larger” 
and “more fragile,” with “more 
spacious” interior cavities.

This morning, I am joined by Kristin Scharkey, technically my 
boss as she is the editor of  this magazine. She has been excited 
to go on this trip since I told her about it when we first met, and 
I am excited to take her with. It’s best to start with a full tank of  
gas – the last stop before we exit is Chiriaco Summit. Make sure 
you grab some snacks, or better, bring lunch and plenty of  water, 
because there are NO SERVICES where we are headed. 

Also joining us today is Tom White and his wife, Geri. I met 
them a few weeks earlier in Quartzsite at the annual Powwow 
rock, gem and mineral show in January. They were kind enough 
to share their love for rockhounding and take us out for the day. 
At the Wiley’s Well Road exit, we head south and the paved road 
turns into a nice, graded dirt track after a few miles. We pass the 
Wiley Well Campground, a long-term visitor area run by the 
Bureau of  Land Management located just north of  where Wiley’s 
Well Road intersects the Bradshaw Trail.

Side note: The Bradshaw Trail started in 1862 and was the 
fastest overland route to the gold fields in La Paz (now Ehrenberg), 
Ariz., from Los Angeles and San Bernardino. Miners looking to 
strike it rich, as well as merchants and suppliers, were keen on 
getting to the gold fields as quick as possible. William Bradshaw 
was the first to exploit this route through uncharted desert after 
Chief  Cabazon of  the Cahuilla Indians befriended and shared with 
him a map of  an ancient Indian trade route, complete with springs 
and watering holes. Wyatt Earp even rode shotgun on stage along 
this route, so the legend goes. Today, it is maintained by BLM 
and is a graded dirt road that you can drive from the eastern side 
of  the Salton Sea along the Chocolate Mountains and past the 
Hauser Geode Beds, all the way to the Colorado River. It is very 
remote backcountry, but many off roaders and rockhounds use it. 
I have taken it a couple of  times and love it!

Back on the road south and soon we make a right turn at the 
BLM sign that says Hauser Geode Beds. Now, this is part of  the 
trip where it is good to have another vehicle with you. It’s pretty 
remote and a high clearance SUV is best, albeit with four-wheel 
drive, but not necessary.

There are several visible road tracks to follow and it’s best to 
use GPS to get the right location. 

There are several “areas” within Wiley’s Well District to find 
geodes, and a few twists and turns across some arroyos and over 
some hills, and we come to the Potato Patch. The first time I came 

here, I just assumed every round rock was a 
geode. I would pull over, grab the hammer 
and go for it – but that is not the case. On the 
hillside, there are trails and pits where people 
have dug; underneath all the dark rocks is 
light sand and dirt that is volcanic ash. The 
geodes start off as gas bubbles trapped in the 
ash layer and, over millions of years as water 

trickles into them with minerals, they solidify. That is a very broad 
stroke of layman’s terms, by the way.

With gloves and a bucket and a hammer and shovel, you kind 
of  just go for it. A tip from Ross: “It frequently is best to begin 
digging at an undisturbed surface near a hole that has been dug by 
another rockhound. Then, if  lucky, one can sometimes unearth 
layer after layer, often starting with large geodes and continuing 
with progressively smaller ones as one digs deeper.” 

After a few minutes, rocks the size of  marbles, golf  balls and 
some even bigger will fall out of  the ash. They have an organic 
look to them and are, for the most part, pretty round. Collect 
as many as you can get, then it’s OK to move to another pit or 
part of  the trail – technically they are everywhere around here. 
Keeping a sharp eye and walking in the washes around the area 
is an easy way to find them, and sometimes, you get lucky. Once 
you have a bunch, give them a tap with the hammer. This is the 
fun part for me, but real rockhounds like Tom take them home 
and cut them open with a special saw and then polish them on 
the wheel. 

Throughout the afternoon, we drive around to a few different 
spots. Tom even shows us a place to pick some jasper that would 
polish up real nice. There are literally just chunks lying around, 
with lots of  red and green bands that polish up like marble. Who 
knew? I thought they were just rocks. But I am quickly corrected 
and soon educated. After lunch, Tom brings out several polished-
up stones, slabs and nodules of  what we are finding – they’re 
beautiful! There are so many different types of  agate, jasper, quartz 
and chalcedony, to name a few, all around us. It’s no wonder people 
come from all around the globe to explore this part of  the desert. 
We are lucky, because it’s just a road trip away.  

Follow Rick Marino’s travels on Instagram @rickmarinotravels, or write to him with 

questions at rickmarino@att.net.

In addition to thunder eggs, the Hauser Geode Beds and surrounding areas 
are known for other types of mineral-lined rocks.  GEODE GUIDE LOOKING FOR  
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