
 Dr. Alan Rubin speaks out about meteorite collecting
by J. Gregory Wilson

Dr. Alan E. Rubin is one of the most highly respected meteoriticists in the United States today;  those who browse through treatises involving meteorite classifications will note that his name turns up with startling frequency.  On October 13, Dr. Rubin graciously welcomed me into the “inner sanctum” of the UCLA meteorite laboratory and collection in Westwood, California.  I thought that it would be interesting to hear a pure scientist’s thoughts about meteorite collecting today.  While discussing the issue, Dr. Rubin proudly showed off some prized possessions in the collection, including a soccer-ball-sized, perfectly crusted La Criolla.   I was also fortunate to get a close-up look at a stunning slice of the strikingly brecciated Rose City fall of 1921, which is on loan to Dr. Rubin from the Smithsonian, courtesy of Glenn MacPherson.  Unfortunately, this interviewer happens to possess approximately the technical knowledge of the collective Spice Girls, so this particular conversation was strictly an unscientific one, about meteorite collecting.   My apologies in advance to those who might reasonably have expected an interview with Dr. Rubin to be an essentially technical one, as they are bound to be disappointed.  But I believe that his commentary should be of interest to collectors and dealers, who might not be fully aware of this view of the collecting world.

_____________________________________________________________________

JGW:   As far as you are concerned, the meteorite community is hardly in need of an  introduction, but I wonder if you would summarize your career, where and when you started, and perhaps some highlights along the way.

AER:   Well, I started out as an Astronomy major at the University of Illinois, where I

got my Bachelor’s Degree.  Then, for a couple of years, I sold women’s shoes, then I worked at the Planetarium in Chicago, giving Sky Shows and teaching astronomy classes

until I got my Masters Degree in Geology at the University of Illinois at Chicago.  At that time, the only thing I could think of that connected geology and astronomy was meteorites, even though I didn’t know much about them at the time.  It turned out that an adjunct professor there was Ed Olsen, who was the curator of meteorites at the Field Museum, which was just down the road.  He became my advisor, and I did a thesis on mesosiderites.  At the time, I had no intention of getting a Ph.D., but eventually I went to New Mexico, Klaus Keil was there, and I got my Ph.D. with him.   A while later I got a post-doctoral fellowship for a year at the Smithsonian, and then I came here, and have been here since 1983.

JGW:   And your work here?

AER:   I’ve been working on a variety of carbonaceous chondrites, enstatite chondrites,

ordinary chondrites, metal grains, silicate structures.  Their petrography, what they tell us about chondrule origin, what they can tell us about the early processes of solar nebulae and the geological history of parent bodies.  I’m also interested in shock effects, igneous alteration effects, and the like.  My grant at the moment is titled “Modification of

Chondrite Parent Bodies” so I’m dealing primarily with post-nebular processes, heating,

igneous alteration and shock.  I’m also involved with John Wasson’s grant, which is mostly nebular processes, and I’m dealing with chondrule origin and other primitive material in chondrites.

JGW:  The main topic I’d like you to address is the issue of friction between the scientific community and the collecting community. 

AER:  As far as the potential conflict between us and collectors, there are two basic complaints that researchers would have.  One is that specimens would get cut up into small pieces, and macroscopic information would be lost.  Some meteorites which are coarse-grained breccias, like Portales Valley, like Rose City, like Blithfield, which is an EL6 enstatite chondrite, will have clasts that are several centimeters in size, and if you cut it up smaller than that, you lose this petrographic information.  The other issue is that collectors and dealers will have less long-term responsibility for taking care of specimens than an institution.  In a museum or a university, for instance, as one curator dies or retires, another one will be hired to take his place.  A collection would thus be actively well-curated indefinitely.  But when collectors die, generally their passion dies with them, and relatives may not take particularly good care of what they inherit.  

JGW:  So, the scientists who feel disapproval, is it fairly strong?  To the extent that you can speak for the scientific community, is the resentment militant, casual...?

AER:  Well, that‘s like asking if they believe in God.  Everybody has their own opinion.

Some researchers will be militantly anti-dealer, they will disapprove of dealing in every regard.  Other curators and researchers are much more friendly to dealers and collectors.

I’m friendly with a lot of dealers, and many of them send me specimens to classify.  In return, I generally ask them for 20 grams of the meteorite specimen for the UCLA collection.  We have a relationship which is necessary.  We can build up our collection that way, so we benefit, and the dealers get their rock classified, so they benefit by being able to market it properly.   So it can be useful, but if you’re totally antagonistic toward dealers, you don’t get these extra meteorites for your collection, unless you purchase them.

JGW:   Most new specimens are found by private collectors, dealers, and “explorers”. 

So, playing devil’s advocate here, if the more militant researchers had their way, and dealers/collectors were out of the picture, wouldn’t fewer specimens find their way into research labs?   Would research scientists really be willing and able to fund expensive expeditions, and endure extended brutal field conditions, such as recent expeditions to the Sahara?

AER:   Well, that’s a good point you’ve brought up.  Ten or twelve years ago, there was an organization called EuroMet, and they did have some expeditions to Australia, they did have some expeditions to the Sahara Desert.  It was funded by governments and institutions, they ran out of money, and it’s essentially defunct.  Whereas you have some private collectors who go in there, risking life and limb and liberty, and they’ve brought out a number of specimens which have been very valuable.  In that sense, that the scientific agencies weren’t successful in getting many specimens out, because they couldn’t sustain an effort, the private enterprise has succeeded in getting some specimens out, and so, that’s to the good.  The prices they charge, however, might be a little bit high, and beyond the reach of many research institutions.  But on the whole, my opinion is that

I’m glad that people like the Labennes are going in and getting these specimens.  At least they’ll be classified by some researcher and a type-specimen will be deposited in some lab somewhere.  The bad part is that sometimes we don’t know for sure where these rocks are coming from, the information is being held privately, to insure that there are no competitors.  And this information is part of what researchers would like to document

about a meteorite.  What kind it is, and where it came from, which also helps in terms of pairing - if another one comes in that’s similar, how far did this one fall from that one?

Statistics of falls and types get screwed up when we don’t have accurate find-locations.

But on the whole, it’s better to have the rocks out than not.  

JGW:  This conflict goes back at least as far as Dr. Harvey Nininger, Lincoln La Paz, and the Meteoritical Society.  Isn’t it fair to say that Nininger was certainly more collector-friendly, relying as he did on meteorite sales to fund his work, and La Paz was certainly more proprietary about the scientific community retaining more control over specimens?  

AER:  They were both characters, certainly!

JGW:  Did you work with either or both?

AER:  I knew Nininger, I met him a few times.  La Paz lived a mile or two from the University of New Mexico, but in all the time I was there, he never came around, I never once saw him.  But after he died,  I believe that Klaus Keil arranged for some money to come from the University to purchase his collection.  So, his private collection is now part of the University of New Mexico’s collection.

JGW:  But isn’t that an irony itself, the fact that La Paz actually had a private collection?

AER:  Well, it is an irony, but it’s difficult.  People now say he had a conflict of interest, 

a curator of a collection also having an extensive private collection.  Because when you’re negotiating a deal, for the University, you may also be doing it for yourself, and that can create at least the appearance of a conflict of interest.  I didn’t know La Paz, I’m not accusing him of anything, I really don’t know what went through his mind.  But today, it would be viewed as a conflict of interest.  By the way, my collection consists entirely of one piece of Odessa!   I bought it through an astronomy magazine when I was working on my Masters, I think.  I don’t have any need for a collection, I can get to see all the meteorites I want right here!  John Wasson doesn’t have a personal collection, either, so when we negotiate a purchase or trade, we’re doing it solely for the good of the University collection, we have no private ambitions in that regard.

JGW:   So, would it be accurate to say that you don’t want the incoming flow of 

“raw material” to be curtailed, you just wish that any indiscriminate or unnecessary cutting were avoided, is that right?

AER:  There are a number of equilibrated ordinary chondrites, and if these things are dispensed among collectors, it doesn’t diminish the research that we do to a great extent.

But of course you never know.  You may find out that meteorites of a particular olivine content seem to have a certain peak in their cosmic ray exposure age, and that might be from a separate parent body, in which case these weathered equilibrated ordinary chondrites, which we’ve given dealers carte blanche to cut up, may in fact be valuable,

because future research may indicate that.  But, one has to be reasonable.  And so, if significant portions of these stones are preserved in institutions, then the rest of them can go to dealers and collectors, to satisfy their commercial and anal-retentive needs, respectively. (laughs)   The more valuable meteorites are the ones that are prized by dealers because of the price they can command for them, and by collectors because of their rarity.  By the same token, they are prized by researchers because of the scientific value that they have, and it becomes more problematic in such cases, when we try to decide what to do with those.  But again, a good compromise would be that if sufficient material was preserved in institutions, then we’ll have to live with the fact that the collectors and dealers will have the rest.

JGW:  Haven’t there been relatively generous donations of recent falls to scientific institutions?  Portales Valley come to mind.  Is that your understanding, as well?   

AER:  Well, I’ve been lucky that several dealers have sent specimens to me for my research.  With Portales Valley, I can’t complain, I’m very grateful to them for that.

JGW:   I must say that virtually all the people I know in the collecting world are very much in line with what you’re saying, that a substantial percentage of new specimens should always go to research.

AER:  Well, I’m a pretty moderate guy, I’m not anti-dealer or anti-collector, so I think we can all live together amicably.  There will be times of conflict, but that will always be the case with people of different agendas.  In most cases, I think the system is evolving and working pretty well. 

JGW:   So, if a private individual is lucky enough to find him or herself with a new rock,

what path should be taken, what would you think is a reasonable and equitable path for that person to take?  (besides calling you...!)   Should he/she contact a local college or museum?

AER:   The problem is that most local colleges and museums have no one who knows the least thing about meteorites, and that includes geology departments and astronomy departments, nor do they even know who to contact about it. So that’s a problem.  

So if brand new meteorite falls in your yard, or you find one walking your dog, the thing to do is to contact a nearby department where they actually do research on meteorites.  

Most of the curators are honest folks, and will even furnish the finders with the names of some dealers as well, so they can contact them to see what kind of a deal they can get.

It’s only fair to the person who just had this minor fortune fall in their lap, to have the option of getting the best price for it.  And that’s reasonable.  What I would hope that this person would do, would be to let the curators have enough time to match whatever offer they could get from the dealer.  Everything else being equal, if this person was going to get the same amount of money anyway, I would prefer that they would sell it to the curators, so that it would go for scientific research.  There have been some meteorites, such as the Lamont mesosiderite, that went to a consortium of dealers and museums, parts of it went to everybody.  I think that went fine.  If we could always broker deals like that, the finders get their price, the dealers continue their livelihood, and the researchers and curators get specimens for their collections.  

JGW:  It’s off the subject of collecting, but I can’t resist the opportunity to ask you about 

ALH84001.  Is it now the consensus of the scientific community that there are not, in fact, any so-called “micro-fossils” in this specimen?  

AER:  I would say that it is the consensus, that there are no indigenous Martian organisms in the rock.  Many of the people at JSC still believe there are, they’ve been working hard on it, McKay and Gibson, and some of the people at Stanford who have been working with them may still believe it.  But most of the people that I’ve talked to, both biologists and astronomers, as well as other meteorite researchers, would be of the opinion that there are no Martian micro-organisms.

JGW:  When the report came out in August of 1996, it obviously caused a sensation, not just in the meteorite community, but with the general public as well, and....

AER:  Even Clinton talked about it!

JGW:  It was a feeding frenzy.  But there was subsequent criticism that the report had been published prematurely.  Was it, indeed, simply one team’s thorough and genuinely honest scientific conclusion?

AER:  Absolutely.  Let me be straight.  A lot of papers appear in scientific journals and

make conclusions based on evidence no less strong than that of the McKay paper.

But the import is not as great.  There’s less at stake.  It’s not an extraordinary claim

that “we found evidence of a new phase of sulphur”, or something like that.  The conclusions that papers like that make, and make every month, may be wrong or may be right, the evidence they give may be just as sound or unsound as that of the McKay paper.  It was due to the provocative nature of the subject matter, that everybody got up in arms.  The paper itself, if you look at it, is a fine one.  They pushed their techniques to the limit, they developed some new ones, they found what they felt was some evidence for some organisms on Mars, and they published it.  I believe that they simply turned out to be wrong. 

JGW:  Well, that’s good to hear, because there was the claim of “sensationalism”, that it was imperfect science to begin with, or....

AER:  ALL science is imperfect!

JGW:  But you know what I’m referring to, some were suggesting that the report was 

rushed into the public eye too hastily.

AER:   No.  I read the paper when it came out, I saw the news conference, I talked to McKay and Gibson, it’s my opinion that it was absolutely good science, but that their conclusions were incorrect.  One thing it did, though, was foster a lot of further research, 

so it was quite valuable.  We know a lot more about carbonate formations on Mars than we ever did before, and possibly even more about terrestrial organisms, too.  The subject matter was just so provocative, that was the reason for the fuss more than any conclusions, correct or otherwise.

JGW:  OK.  Now for the most important question.  Did you see Deep Impact or Armageddon?!

AER:  Saw them both!

JGW:  And?  Thumbs up or down?!

AER:  I almost walked out of Armageddon!  If my wife and kids hadn’t been there, I would have left, I suspect.  I sometimes give talks at planetariums and astronomy clubs,

and they like to ask me this, too, so I might have stayed just simply to be able to talk more authoritatively about it.  But it was really stupid, everything about it was inane.  

The science, the physics were just horrible, even the acting was bad.  The characters were bad, the writing was bad, it was awful.

JGW:  Gee, don’t be so evasive, tell us what you really thought...!

AER:  Oh, it was awful!   With Deep Impact, I would give the science maybe 60%.  

The science was definitely better, but there were still a number of errors.  If you were standing on an asteroid or a comet, or whatever that thing was, and you dropped a penny, the gravity would be so low that it would take 45 seconds or a minute for it to hit the surface, and I guess they didn’t want the audience to get bored, so they took some dramatic license in that regard.  Also, they blew up this comet so that it wouldn’t be one big body striking the earth, but all the pieces of it did continue into the earth’s atmosphere.  But that wouldn’t solve the problem, the kinetic energy deposited would have been the same as the big one. The pieces wouldn’t have just burned up harmlessly, it would probably have been devastating as the big one.  But the science was better, overall. 

JGW:   Moviemakers would certainly counter that their primary concern is entertainment, and that exact science is secondary, but I did read that Carolyn Shoemaker had been asked to be a consultant.  Even so, you are certainly suggesting that they could have made a better film by placing more importance on scientific accuracy, fictional story though it was.

AER:  They certainly could have made more of an effort.  But there is a scene in Deep Impact where the astronomer sees the comet, puts something in an envelope, and writes

“Carolyn Shoemaker” on the envelope.  If you didn’t know who she was, you wouldn’t catch it, but at least it’s a tribute to her efforts with the film, and, of course, a sort of posthumous tribute to her husband Gene, as well.  

JGW:  Thank you so much for your time.

AER:   My pleasure. 

(J. Gregory Wilson is a meteorite collector residing on the Big Island of Hawai’i.    He can be reached at jgregoryw@gmail.com)

