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Teacher donates treasure

Fossil field day for OCC scientists

By Carol Azlzla:
alatt writor :

Amateur and prof

Part of that collection — valued at
$8,314 — is now housed at OCC's High-
land Lakes campus. Witherspoon's glit

ogisis will hare a field day Jooklng
through the mere than 1,500 fosslls [n
Oakland Comnunlty Collcge's new col-
lectlon. X

Amassed over a 20-year period by
Thomas C, Witierspoon, a Dearborn el-
emcntary scheol teacher, the collectlon
ineludes such rare fossils as the 350
milllnn~yenr-)l§ crinoids {also known
as sea lilles) and 560 million year-old
trllobites (a distant relatlve of the
horeshoe crib),

*Many museums don't have as vale-
able a colbxcllon as my private one,”
sald Withespoon,

‘The amateur paleontologist’s private
collcction consisty of thousands of fos-
sils he dug up during expedlilons ncross
the United States and Canada,

T ong of the largest indlvidun)
contributlons to the college,

“1 DECIDED to donate the fosslls
when I found out OCC was In dire need
of materials,” safd Witherspoon, who
also has made contributions to Henry
Ford Community College in Dearborn,

OCC offlcials sald the collection is a

valuable asset to thelr geology pro-
gram. -
“Students are enthused about the op-
portunity to handle (speclmens) they
normally would have seen only In text-
books,” said Michael Marlow, geology
Instructor at QCC.

White most students take the three
Reology courses offered at OCC to ful-
i1l their sclence requirements, some
are interested In the fle)d as a stepping-
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A Miesissipplan crinoid, this fosall was found at Indian Creek,
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stone to carecrs in.tho oll and mining
Industrles, sald Don Wujek, another
OCC geology instructor. 0

“Some of our graduates are now
working on oll ficlds in Texas, oll rigs
oft the Gulf of Mexlce and in lungsten
ngg eaobalt mines in Colorado,” Wufek
as

WITHERSPOON hopes students who
see the collection will be Insplred to
pyrsue careers in the fleld.

s own Intercst in paleontology was
sparked while viewing a simllar exhlbit
of fosslls more than 20 years ago,

“When I was teaching a unlt on the
history. of lving things, 1 became very
interested In fosslls and declded to see
the collection at Cranbrook. -

“I came across some fosslls which
arc commonly called butterfly stones
and date back to the Devenian Perlod
(350 milllon years agg). They were slm-
{lar to ones I had scen In Arkona, Ont.,
Canada {where he and his famlly went
for summer vacatlons).” Lo

After meeting with then-Cranbrook
director Walt Nichols, Witherspoon de-
clded to transform his intellectual eurd-
osity into a llfe-long hobby,

“Once I showed Walt two bushels of
horn eora) 1 had found. Me sorted
through them all and found only two
that were perfect, The others were ci-
ther broken or corroded.

“From then on, 1 started Investigat-
Ing. I read more books on the subject
and took junkets te Illinois and Ohio to
Took far different types of fossils,

“I became very sclectlve and hunted
rare fossils such as trilobltes (prehis-
toric creaturcs which crawled along
the ocean floor).”

“COLLECTORS don't {ind many of
the rarest types,” Witherspoon sald.
“Out of the zlllions of animals and
plants that have inhablted the earth,
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fosslls he owns In rock quarries which
arc now off limits to collectors.

“Many of the quarries problblt fossil
hunters because of federal government
safety standards,” he sald.

Although he has never put his life on
the line to dig up a rare fossll, he re.
members one oceasion when an over-
zealous collector did. -

“We were In the Medusa Cement
Quarry at Slllea, Ohlo, and there was a
huge alab tectering on a ttle pitlar of
shale. The slab must have weighed as
much a ear.

“One college student began chlpping
away at the rock, and it fell 30 fect
down into the quarry. It took 40 people
to move the rock olf him, When we {l-
nally got hlm out, be was a bloody
mess.”

The accldent dldn't discourage
Witherspoon from fossil hunting, but it
did make him more aware of ts dan-
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WITHERSPOON also collects some
not-so-rarc specimens such as flint
from Flint Ridge, Ohio. The site was
once a so-called “truce arca” where
American ‘Indians of different tribes
gathered to make thelr weapons with
ovt fear of Josing thelr scalps.

The amateur paleontologist” takes
many of his sixth-grade students on
fossi) hunts to Sillea, Ohio, Arcona, Ont.
and Alpena, *A number of my students
have become geologists,” he sald,

Witherspoon and hls son, Tom, are
collaborating on a project to hunt fos-
sils on a scientiflc site they leased from
a farmer in Indlana.

“We hope it wlll enhance the sclentlf-
le knowledge of the Mlsslssippian (300
milllon year old) erlnolds {or sea Illles)

found near Silica, Ohlo.
of Indlana.’

BILL ORESLER/sint photographor

Tom Wilherspoon and his "pot" triloblle George, a fossit shelltish

Even though he .spends countless
heurs researchlng and hunting fossils,
his avocatlon never will replace his vo-

catlon,
“Teaching has always been my first
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