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C harles M ilton, a Fellow  of the Geological Society of 
A m erica , d ied on O ctober 4, 1990, at the age o f 94.
Charles was born in New York City on April 25, 1896, the 
son of an immigrant woodcarver from the Jewish pale of 
Czarist Poland. In his infancy the family moved to Lon­
don; they eventually settled in Chicago.

After some years of odd jobs, wandering around the 
country as a hobo, and brief attendance at various colleges 
and universities, an elementary mineralogy correspondence 
course from the University of Chicago that he enrolled in 
stim ulated  and excited him in the subject that w as to 
become his lifelong love and vocation. He enrolled in the 
University of Illinois, where he worked under W. S. Bay- 
ley. A lthough alm ost all of his training in geology and 
mineralogy was at Illinois, he never fulfilled the require­
ments to obtain a degree. He received his bachelor’s degree from the University of Iowa in 1922 
after a field course and a semester of residency.

During these years he continued his hobo travels as “blind baggage” on passenger or 
express trains, in preference to freight trains. It was during this period that he often traveled to 
famous mineral localities such as Magnet Cove, Arkansas, an area and state to which he subse­
quently devoted much time studying.

In 1926 he abandoned academic life and worked for Sun Oil and Dutch Shell as an explo­
ration geologist prospecting for oil in the jungles of Venezuela. Returning to the United States, 
he enrolled in Johns Hopkins University where he received his Ph.D. degree in 1929. During 
and after this time he worked for Sinclair Oil Company in New Y ork City and in Angola. 
Returning from Africa, in time for the stock market crash of 1929, Charlie worked for Johns 
Hopkins University and consulted for the Bethlehem Steel Company on open hearth slag. In
1931 he accepted the position of junior mineralogist with the U.S. Geological Survey in Wash­
ington, D.C. He was employed by the USGS until his mandatory retirement in 1965.

Then he moved to the Department of Geology at George W ashington University, W ashing­
ton, D.C., as a research professor until the formal appointment ended in 1974. He continued to 
w ork at the university as the self-styled “quondam research professor” until the mid-1980s. 
A fter that he maintained an office and laboratory at the USGS in Reston, Virginia, and fre­
quently worked there with colleagues until a fall in late 1989 left him bedridden.

W ith the Survey, he was to a large extent an expert consultant, working on mineralogical 
and petrographical problems brought in by more field-oriented Survey geologists. While most 
of the tasks resulted in internal reports, perhaps only briefly referenced in publication, Charles 
never considered a job finished until a scientifically satisfactory conclusion was reached. Sam­
ples submitted by the public exercising their right as taxpayers to seek help and information 
from the government came to him during most of his career, and while a sight identification and
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reply sufficed for the great majority, even with these he was not satisfied until an identification 
was certain. A set of black pebbles from a British Guiana river bed, brought in by a man primar­
ily interested in importing tropical fish, started an investigation that culminated after some 24 
years in a USGS Professional Paper unraveling the complex mineralogy of chromium oxide and 
hydrated oxides and demonstrating that merumite was a complex mixture of six or more phases, 
including four new minerals.

His publication record of more than 160 articles, most coauthored with more than 65 dif­
ferent persons, attests not only to his versatility in geologic research but also to his ability to 
work successfully on research teams. Charles conducted geological and mineralogical research 
on a diversity of subjects from many sources worldwide, including one of the first descriptions 
of the volcanic rocks from Paricutin, Mexico; ore deposit studies at Silver Mine, Missouri, 
Potosi, Bolivia, the Comstock Lode, Nevada, and the Mackinaw Mine, Washington; and a study 
of the problems of cleaning a granite-faced building.

In the later half of his career, his research was focused in two areas, the Green River For­
mation in Utah, Colorado, and Wyoming, and the alkalic rocks of Arkansas. The Eocene Green 
River Formation, although lacustrine in origin, is unique in having unusual authigenic mineral 
species. Charles documented many species from this environment, some previously known to 
form only in igneous or metamorphic settings and some entirely new. With the late Hans P. 
Eugster of Johns Hopkins University, he modeled the physical-chemical conditions extant dur­
ing mineral formation.

Although primarily a laboratory scientist, Charles enjoyed travel and field work, and he 
made many trips to such favorite areas as the Green River, Arkansas, and British Guiana, and 
one notable excursion to collect the “natrocarbonatite” lavas of Oldoinyo Lengai, Tanzania. 
Partly as relaxation from the pressure of war-related work during World War II, Charles, 
together with Allan P. Bennison, did some of the first detailed bedrock geologic mapping of 
quadrangles in northern Virginia, including the future site of the U.S. Geological Survey head­
quarters in Reston. At a time when basement samples usually signified little more than the fail­
ure of an oil company’s wildcat well, he realized their geologic importance. He obtained and 
studied samples of all available basement cores and chips from Florida and the Georgia coastal 
plain; his findings were published by the respective state surveys.

From his initial visit to Arkansas before receiving his bachelor’s degree he developed a 
lifelong interest in its mineralogy and petrology, particularly at Magnet Cove. His initial contri­
bution was his description of the zirconium garnet, kimzeyite, and he continued to investigate 
the mineralogy of Magnet Cove until his death. He initiated the critical compilation of the min­
eralogy of the entire state; it was completed by J. M. Howard of the Arkansas Geological Com­
mission and published in 1987 as State Bulletin 23, with a dedication to Charles Milton.

Throughout his career, Charles had a proclivity and an enthusiasm for the study and 
description of new mineral species. He collaborated in the description and naming of 21 new 
minerals. Many of the names he used were those of respected and admired friends and associ­
ates such as Robert Garrels, Frank Grimaldi, Vincent McKelvey, William Pecora, Edward 
Dwornik, John Straczek, and Philip Abelson. Although he enjoyed the detective work involved 
in the description of a new mineral, he also was equally enthusiastic about discrediting mineral 
species, and he discredited ten. To this end, Charlie was deeply involved in the investigation of 
moissanite (SiC) and the question of its legitimacy as a mineral. He published on this subject for 
more than 50 years. Only recently has moissanite (or some polymorph of SiC) been found as a 
solid inclusion in diamond.

Charles was awarded the Distinguished Service Award, the Department of the Interior’s 
highest honor. He was a Fellow of the Geological Society of America, a life Fellow of the Min­
eralogical Society of America, and a member of the American Association for the Advancement
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of Science, Society of Economic Geologists, Geological Society of Washington, Mineralogical 
Association of Canada, Philosophical Society of Washington, and Washington Academy of Sci­
ences. He served on the councils of the Geological Society of Washington and the Mineralogi­
cal Society of America.

In 1932 he married Leona Kohn and settled in a large house, surrounded by a hardwood 
forest in Forest Glen, Maryland, in what was then the far country suburbs of Washington, D.C. 
There they raised two sons, Daniel and Michael, who became a geologist and lawyer, respec­
tively. Leona worked as a librarian at Walter Reed Medical Center. She was also a talented artist 
and her work was displayed in their house and his office. Leona died in 1986, but Charlie con­
tinued to live on Beechbank Road, going to the Survey once or twice a week. Never too old to 
try something new, Charlie, at the age of 90, purchased a home computer and learned to use it.
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