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f you were to ask a rockhound "What is franklinite?" there is a good chance that they might tell you it is a fluorescent material from New Jersey. In reality, while they would have the correct location, they would be greatly mistaken that it is fluorescent. The mineral franklinite is actually the name for the main zinc ore that was once mined in Sussex County near the towns of Franklin and Ogdensburg. 

Franklinite was first discovered during the early 1800s and was named for the nearby town of Franklin Furnace (later to become Franklin) as well as to honor the name of Benjamin Franklin. Pierre Berthier, a French geologist and mining engineer, was responsible for naming the mineral and wrote that it was "derived from Franklin, in order to remind us that it was found, for the first time, in a place to which the Americans have 

given the name of a great man, whose memory is venerated equally in Europe as in the new world by all the friends of science and humanity." 

While franklinite occurrences are rare elsewhere around the world, it is locally abundant and was considered the king of ores in the zinc mines in Sussex County. There, miners delved deep into the earth to retrieve this, the most valuable of the zinc ores found within the deposits. It once was thought that franklinite was found only in the Franklin Mining District of New Jersey. Over the last few years, deposits have been discovered in 

other parts of the world, though never in commercial quantities. A few of these localities include Australia, Germany, Sweden, and in the United States where it is also found in Alaska and New Mexico. 

The major element composing franklinite is zinc along with iron and oxygen giving it the chemical formula ZnFeMn2O4 and the formal name of zinc iron oxide in its pure state. The zinc portion was what made franklinite so desirable and valuable as an ore. Often, manganese is present as a second or third element (depending on its oxidation state) giving franklinite an official chemical formula of ZnFeMn2O4.

The franklinite deposits are believed to have occurred when carbonate rocks rich in iron, zinc, and manganese formed in marine environments and were altered by high temperature metamorphism. The outcome of an intrusion of high temperature igneous magmas into the cooler rock caused the franklinite to crystallize out of the resulting solution and led to great ore deposits in this region of New Jersey. 

The "classic" specimens of franklinite are opaque and black in color exhibiting an octahedral (eight-sided) crystalline shape and occasionally, dodecahedral (twelve-sided) crystals. Crystalline franklinite can sometimes be mistaken for magnetite or spinel due to its octahedral shape. Unlike magnetite, which is highly magnetic, franklinite is only weakly so. Its reddish brown streak distinguishes it from spinel, which has a white streak. Franklinite crystals are also frequently found as small (2-3 mm), rounded, pebble-like grains within a calcite matrix associated with willemite and zincite. It is also found in large, amorphous masses within the ore body with no distinct crystalline shape. 

Perfect crystals are highly sought after by collectors. The largest crystal on record is an octahedron that is seven inches on each edge and resides in the Canfield Mineral Collection of the Smithsonian Institution. Collectors should take care in choosing specimens however, as repairs to crystals or even outright fake crystals were common. It seems that miners would spend some of their down time filling in cracks or even constructing crystals from plaster and then coloring them with lampblack or some other dark pigment to conceal their handiwork. They would then sell these fakes to unsuspecting customers. 

Other physical characteristics help in identifying franklinite from similar looking minerals. It has a specific gravity between 5.0 and 5.2 making it slightly above average for a metallic mineral. While it has no cleavage (the tendency to split along a definite plane), franklinite does have a conchoidal fracture and will exhibit a metallic luster, especially on freshly broken specimens. 

The mines around Franklin, New Jersey no longer produce franklinite nor any of the other ores that were found there. The Franklin mine closed in 1954 and the Sterling Hill mine closed in 1987. Most of the mine shafts, some of which exceeded 2,500 feet in depth, have now flooded with water and mineral specimens can no longer be collected from the mines. One tunnel, located at the Sterling Hill Mining Museum, has been turned 

into a 1,300 foot long display where visitors can walk and view exhibits of the mine equipment that was once used when the Sterling Hill mine was in operation. 

Lately, both professional geologists and amateur rockhounds are lobbying to make franklinite the "official" state mineral of New Jersey. An online poll recently had franklinite leading another candidate vying for the title, the beautiful green mineral prehnite, by a margin of 96% to 4%. 

The Franklin, New Jersey area is home to more than 350 different mineral species with over two dozen of these found nowhere else in the world. Of these minerals, at least 90 different species are fluorescent, making Franklin the "fluorescent mineral capital of the world." However, a mineral from Franklin doesn't have to be fluorescent to warrant adding it to your collection. Just make sure that when you are trying to obtain a specimen 

of franklinite, that you and the person you are acquiring it from are both on the same page and that you mean the non-fluorescing mineral, the "king of the ores" that was once mined at the Franklin and Sterling Hill mines in New Jersey. 
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