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C

arter Rich "mined" the rich history -of Chester County, Pennsylvania, to share the story of the Bridgewater titanites. These 30 pieces (which were also known as sphenes) were found in September 1876 - and no other titanites have been found there, before or since. Although generally very ordinary specimens, their rarity and the fact that they were the first titanites added to the Pennsylvania list of minerals quickly generated great interest and competition for them. 

In the 19th century, Philadelphia was the hub of the mineral collecting world, with prolific mineral societies and study groups, and diligent field collecting. Membership in the Academy of Natural Sciences was prized. Collectors' interests were scientific, focusing on species identification and crystallography. Mineral enthusiasts competed to obtain new, unusual minerals, and the Bridgewater titanites excited the interest of many prominent members of this group. 

William H. Forwood, a physician and, at the time, a major in the US Army, found the titanites. He kept most of the titanites with him in his military travels. He reported his find to the Academy of Natural Sciences, to which he donated two casts and one titanite. In 1902, he loaned 28 of the specimens to the American Museum of Natural History and all were bequeathed to the Smithsonian upon Forwood's death in 1915. 

In a letter of September 19, 1876, Forwood said that he had exchanged titanite (or sphene, as it was then commonly called) only with Joseph Leidy, M.D., and Theodore Rand, who offered him a small collection in return. These specimens later were obtained by Clarence S. Bemont. W.S. Vaux and Colonel Joseph Willcox obtained titanites later. Others sought titanites and never succeeded in getting them, including Dr. A. E. Foote, who compiled an extensive Catalogue of Minerals, with prices, and William W. Jefferis, an excellent field collector active in the Academy of Natural Sciences. 

Those who did obtain titanites were prominent men of science, and most were members of the Academy. 

• W.S. Vaux was a wealthy collector who hosted "Saturday afternoon soirees" of sufficient significance 

to have been noted in the 1922 Proceedings of the Academy. His son George built on this collection and 

eventually gave 15,000 specimens to Bryn Mawr College. 

• Leidy, a prominent Academy member and collector, wrote about the first complete dinosaur unearthed in the 

US, in Haddonfield, NJ; discovered the trichinosis parasite in pork; and was an early supporter of Darwin 

regarding evolution. 

• Rand was director of the Geological and Mineralogical Section of the Academy and amassed a collection of 

20,000 specimens, which eventually went to Bryn Mawr College. 

• Colonel Joseph Willcox was a member of the Board of  Commissioners of the Pennsylvania Geological Survey. His family owned a fine-paper business that supplied paper for US currency and for bank notes.

 Carter Rich has identified museums that eventually obtained the Bridgewater titanites: 

• The Smithsonian received 28 in the original 1915 bequest, and still has at least 14. 

• The American Museum of Natural History had all 28 on loan until 1915, and got the Leidy and Willcox 

pieces in 1902. 

• Yale was given a titanite by Forwood in October, 1876. 

• Bryn Mawr received two titanites from Vaux and one from Rand. 

• The Academy in Philadelphia received three from Forwood and one from W.S. Vaux. 

• The Carnegie Museum got two or more from the Academy sale in 2008. 

• The British Museum is rumored to have one titanite. 

The lecture was fascinating in conveying a picture of one part of  Philadelphia society in the late 1800s. For this group of men, wealth and science converged in eager exploration of the natural world and in competition to claim new discoveries for one's personal collection. Carter Rich let us meet members of this group, and glimpse their backgrounds and relationships as they variously discovered, sought, and prized - or failed to gain - 30 

specimens still notable as the first titanites found in Pennsylvania, and the only titanites found in Bridgewater. 

Tom Tucker mentioned that in 1954, at the Gem Queen mine in Montana, Ray Davenport discovered titanite crystals; one is more than 7 inches across. Lots came out of that mine and were distributed widely. Tom said that all northern Virginia and Maryland trap rock quarries probably have some titanite. George Loud agreed, noting that his neighbor had had 20 tons of gravel dumped in his driveway from the Beallton quarry (now closed); the day before this meeting, George took a look at that gravel and immediately found a small sphene. As he said, "Rocks are where you look for them." Thanks to Carter Rich, we can appreciate the fact that William H. Forwood looked in Bridgewater in 1876 - which led to the reminder that we, too, may find something special, even in a neighbor's driveway. 






