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Benjamin Martin Shaub died in Northampton, Mas-
sachusetts, on March 23, 1993, after 100 years of an ex-
traordinary life as a mineralogist, educator, photogra-
pher, ornithologist, engineer, inventor, and much more.
He was a 50-year Fellow of the Mineralogical Society of
America, a Fellow of the Geological Society of America,
a Fellow of the Meteorological Society of America, a
charter member of the Connecticut Valley Mineral Club,
and a member of a number of other professional organ-
izations and nature and camera clubs. He wrote more
than 100 publications on subjects ranging from the crys-
tallization of beryl to the radiometric dating of uraninite
to the origin of stylolites to the migration of evening gros-
beaks, including books published when he was 82 (7 rea-
sures from the Earth) and 96 (The Origin of Agates,
Thundereggs and Other Nodular Structures). His photo-
graphs graced the pages of many textbooks, the Encyclo-
pedia Britannica, and magazines from Geotimes to the
Journal of Economic Entomology.

Ben Shaub was truly a self-made man. He was born in
Shrewsbury, Pennsylvania, on January 12, 1893, the son
of Emma Keeney Shaub and George Henry Shaub, proud
Pennsylvania Dutch farmers. His education began in a
one-room grade school, and then he attended the school
of telegraphy in Lebanon, Pennsylvania. His telegraphy
skills helped him get a job with the Lehigh Valley Rail-
road, which took him to Ithaca, New York. There he was
able to complete high school in three years and continue
on to Cornell University. With interruptions as an in-
structor at the Naval Radio School at Harvard during
World War I, Ben was able to work his way through col-
lege, receiving an M.E. degree from Cornell in 1923. He
stayed on at Cornell teaching machine design (1923-1929)
and at the same time working to obtain M.Sc. (1928) and
Ph.D. (1929) degrees in economic geology.

Following a year as a mining geologist in what was then
northern Rhodesia, Ben Shaub moved to Smith College
in 1931, where he taught courses in mineralogy, petrog-
raphy, optical mineralogy, and gemology for 27 years un-
til his retirement in 1958. Ben was a popular teacher and
directed a number of master’s theses, many of which fo-
cused on the geology of Adirondack rocks and minerals.
He was in perpetual motion, always on the trail of a new
idea or project. His talent as an engineer, machinist, and
cabinetmaker is legendary: if he needed equipment for
his teaching or research he was as likely to build it as to
buy it, and he would design something better than what
could be purchased. He acquired an X-ray generator and

0003-004X/94/0910-1017$02.00

built cameras and attachments for it. He patented two of
his inventions, a photometer and a drawing instrument.
During World War II, Ben was a major in the Springfield,
Massachusetts, Army Ordnance District, in charge of the
gauge-checking laboratory.

Ben’s active life seemed only to intensify upon his re-
tirement from Smith. He vigorously pursued his scientific
interests and hobbies, traveling extensively. He became
a regular attendee of mineral shows, looking for speci-
mens that might illuminate his most recent theories. His
home became his laboratory, with samples, photographs,
and manuscripts occupying every available surface. No
visitor doubted that Ben’s science was his life. I took
a number of Smith College mineralogy classes to meet
Ben in his home long after he had passed his 90th birth-
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day. All were impressed by his knowledge of and enthu-
siasm for mineralogy; none guessed his age.

Ben Shaub firmly believed that the best way to learn
about geological processes is to study carefully the prod-
ucts of those processes. No matter how popular (or un-
popular) an idea might be, Ben argued, the proofis to be
found in the rock—not in the number of geologists who
believe in the idea. Ben’s swan song on the origin of ag-
ates exemplified this approach to science. Believers in the
cavity theory of agate formation will find it worth their
time to consider some of Ben’s textural observations on
these fascinating objects.

Benjamin Shaub is survived by his wife, Mary Church
Shaub, who shares a great many of Ben’s interests and
talents and who was an active participant in many of his
projects. He is also survived by numerous minerals, pho-
tographs, and publications that will enrich the lives of
many future generations.
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