
Iowa's long tradition of self-trained paleontologists has 
helped advance the study of fossils. Although their stories 
cannot he told through the example of only one individual, 
the requisite passion, devotion, and discipline were all ex
emplified by one—B. H. Beane. Here his granddaughter 
offers her perspective on his work.

Crinoids in the Sugar Bowl

Remembering my grandfather, 
a mateur paleon tologist B. H . Beane

by Karen Beane N orstrud



MY earliest m em ories o f my grandfather, 
B. H. Beane, are o f him  rocking me on 

his lap as he sang this ditty to  me:

There was an old man 
And he had a wooden leg 
And he had no tobacco,

No tobacco could he beg,
So-o he saved up his money 
And he saved up his rocks 
And he always had tobacco,
In his oV tobacco box.

O nce I asked him, “Why did that old man 
save rocks, G randpa?” and  he answered sim
ply, “So it would rhyme, child ,” and I ac
cepted his rationale.

Unlike the old m an in the ditty, my grand
father did not have a wooden leg and did not 
use tobacco. I le did, however, collect rocks— 
and fossils. As a self-trained paleontologist 
who became known internationally, he col- 
lected thousands. Although the most notable 
and choice were the rem arkably com plete 
crinoid and starfish fossils from the Le G rand 
quarry bordering his farm , he also hunted  
rocks and fossils th roughout Canada, Mex
ico, and in every state in the Union except 
Florida.

G randpa studied and collected fossils from 
many eras; however, his main interest was the 
fossilized rem ains o f the animals and plants 
of the Paleozoic era. By the time I was born, 
he had sold and donated  scores o f fossil slabs 
to museums and universities around  the 
world. The hundreds still in his hom e were 
everywhere—leaning against the walls and 
doorways, resting in cabinets, reclining on 
couches and chairs. O ut in the yard, they 
were propped up against sheds and apple 
trees. Although his discoveries were often 
written about, my recollections of him may 
offer new perspectives.

G randpa was born  on the Beane family 
farm, a half mile north  o f the small Iowa vil
lage o f Le G rand on November 17, 1879, to

O pposite:The author, photographed about 1950 w ith  
her grandfather B. H. Beane (le ft) and cousin W ill 
Pickering (right) in Everly, Iowa.

Abbie (Jacobs) Beane and Rev. Joseph L. 
Beane. Joseph was a Q uaker pastor, author, 
inventor, and farmer.

My grandfather was educated at the 
Friends Academy in Le G rand, and also at
tended William Penn College in Oskaloosa. 
In 1902 he m arried Nellye Carey. G randpa 
and G randm a had four sons—Raymond, 
Ralph (my dad), Lewis, and Elmo. (G randm a 
died when I was an infant so I have no m em o
ries o f her.)

O n the Beane farm , G randpa and his 
b ro ther A lbert raised Poland C hina hogs and 
o ther livestock and grew beans, hay, waterm el
ons, cantaloupes, strawberries, and raspber
ries, selling the produce in Marshalltown, 
eight miles away. T he Mesquakie sometimes 
traveled to the farm from their settlem ent 
near Tama to trade beaded headbands, moc
casins, and o th er handm ade items for fruit. 
They shared some of their legends o f the area, 
which Albert prom ptly recorded in his note
book. Uncle Albert taught school in Tama 
and Marshall Counties, but like his b ro ther 
and father, had avocations as well. He was an 
antique collector and  poet, widely known in 
American art circles.

Although farm ing was originally my 
grandfather’s livelihood, his real passion was 
collecting fossils, and by 1922 he had ren ted  
out the farm so he could devote more time to 
fossils. Collecting had been his avocation 
since childhood. As a young farm  boy living 
next to a quarry  and near the Iowa River, he 
had done a great deal o f swimming, hunting, 
and fishing. “It was within these environ
ments, at an early age, there grew' within me a 
drive to collect," he wrote years later. “Bird 
eggs were the First; no wonder, as I knew 
where all the bird nests were! Wood was the 
next, with a leaf and a piece of wood of each 
species. Butterflies were next, then stamps 
and coins." His collecting extended to pretty 
pebbles and rocks, and he found the ever- 
changing quarry  an interesting place to hunt 
fossils. In 1874 (five years before G randpa was 
born) a major nest o f crinoids had been un
covered by quarry  workers in Le Grand. To 
the delight o f paleontologists from all over 
the Midwest and some from the East, this nest 
continued to produce for the next sixteen
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As a boy, Beane was never far from  the Le Grand 
quarry and the paleontologists a ttracted to  its crino id  
fossil nests. In the Beanes’ nearby farmhouse, dishes 
ra ttled  in the kitchen during blasting at the quarry.

years. As a boy, my grandfather met up with 
these scientists at the quarry, dogging their 
steps and plaguing them  with questions. The 
ten-year-old met Iowa am ateur paleontolo
gists Charles W achsmuth, Frank Springer, 
and  o th er am ateur and professional geolo
gists. “They were the idols o f my boyhood,” 
G randpa related years later. He continued to 
find fossils somewhat prolifically until the 
turn  of the century.

By the early twentieth century, the major 
nests o f crinoids had been exhausted, hut 
G randpa had learned how to spot where 
crinoid fossils m ight he located, and, with the 
help of quarry  workers, kept an eye out for 
fossils year after year. “I m ust have tu rned  
over and exam ined a thousand tons of loose 
rock and  kept a close watch on  the entire 
quarry  face ," G randpa wrote later about the 
period from 1900 to 1930. “I used an exten
sion ladder which enabled me to scrutinize 
the cliff for telltale showings of cross sections

of stems and  heads. Only about one rock in
J

500 would prove to be fossiliferous, and only 
one to two percen t o f these contained speci
m ens worth saving." Finally in 1931, when 
G randpa was fifty-one, he found  several de
posits, which yielded many fine crinoids and 
som e starfish (including one rem arkable slab 
o f 183 starfish). These Le G rand crinoids, 
like those found there in the 1870s and 
1880s, were in their utm ost perfection, com
plete with calyx, arm s, and stalk. G randpa’s 
discovery attracted in ternational attention in 
academ ic circles.

My father rem em bers com ing hom e for 
weekends during  the early 1930s and  seeing 
crinoid slabs laid out on the parlor and living- 
room  floors, along with the massive volume 
by Charles W achsmuth and Frank Springer, 
North American Crinoidea Camerata. Grandpa 
and professors from the University o f Iowa 
would be down on the floor on their hands 
and  knees, studying and  com paring Grand
pa’s specim ens to the illustrations in the 
book.

Residents o f Le G rand as well as newspa
per reporters and authors o f scientific jour
nals often referred  to the family hom e as "the

J

Beane m useum ,” I suppose because it was 
filled with things collected by my grandfather 
and U ncle Albert. I visited the house often, as 
a child and  as an adult, and have always re
sented tha t description as sounding cold and 
austere. It was a simple, square house, eight 
room s and two stories, painted white with a 
single black door in the center. I rem em ber 
vividly that front door swinging open and my 
grandpa—a tall, slender, white-haired man— 
welcoming us with smiles, hugs, and kisses.

Upon en tering  his living room , I was as
sailed by smells o f old tapestries and furni
ture, o f oil stoves and limestone. Each room 
was cram m ed with antiques a few hundred 
years old and with fossils 360 million years 
old. T here was an eighteenth-century look
ing glass; an olive-oil lamp from the time of 
C hristopher Columbus; a Q ueen Anne par-

Right: A  lifelong collector, Beane filled his farmhouse 
w ith  fossils and antiques. Even before his m ajor find in 
1931, the farm house was overflow ing w ith  crinoid 

fossils from  the Le Grand quarry.
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English chintz, and a chest brought from 
Maine in 1854. In the parlor sat a mammoth 
cupboard with “Serm ons in Stone” inscribed 
above the glass doors; it was filled with fossils. 
Cabinets and  curio stands in every room were 
packed with brass candlesticks and pewter, a 
goodly am ount o f silver, pottery  and china, 
crystal, and glassware, and  yet m ore of the 
smaller fossils.

The Le Grand quarry and Beane (in hat) attracted 
many v is ito rs w ho  shared his fascination w ith  fossils.

lor chair that had once belonged to George 
W ashington; and a fragile cup and saucer 
that had been N apoleon B onaparte’s. T here 
were family heirloom s, too—a mid-eigh- 
teenth-centurv bed curtain of hand-blocked
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I treasured the fossils, and they became as 
lamiliar to me as well-loved toys. O ne that was 
propped against the colonnades between the 
living and dining room s was shaped like the 
state of Texas. Another, my favorite, was a 
small slab with three crinoids, the calyxes 
complete with stem and arms, the stems en
twined. In one of his writings G randpa ro
mantically described the three “as formal as if

a lady had placed them  together for a 
nosegay.” These crinoids and many o ther 
specim ens now belong to Beloit College in 
Wisconsin, and I recently visited the science 
departm ent there  to have a “reu n io n ” with 
G randpa’s fossils. The “nosegay” and the 
“state o f Texas” b rought tears to my eyes.

In my early years I must have assumed that 
all g randparents ' hom es were cluttered with 
slabs o f rock. At least, I never thought it out 
o f the ordinary  that in o rd er to sit in 
G randpa’s house, I often had to move a clus
ter o f fossils, a pile o f his notebooks, o r stacks 
o f correspondence (with in ternational post
marks from places like Gape Town and Lon
don). To have tea with G randpa at the d in 
ing-room table, 1 learned to look for sugar in 
the bag in the kitchen, not in the old pewter 
sugar bowl, where tiny, single crinoid fossils 
nestled.

When I was thirteen, G randpa was inter
viewed on television. The next day at school 
my teacher asked me, “Karen, what do you 
th ink o f Dr. Beane?” I'd  never heard him re
ferred to as “D octor” before, so I uttered, 
“H e’s ju s t G randpa.” She went on to tell the 
class about him, using phrases such as, 
“highly regarded" and “world fam ous.” After 
school I asked Dad if G randpa really was fa
mous. Dad adm itted that, yes, one could say 
that in scientific circles he could be consid
ered quite well known. “Wow!” I thought, “a 
real-life celebrity in the family.” I could 
hardly wait for my next visit to “Dr. Beane.”

In the following days I studied G randpa’s 
published writings, as well as jou rna l articles 
written about him and his findings. I m em o
rized the nam es o f as many species o f fos
sils—especially crinoids—as I could, paying 
particular attention to the eleven that 
G randpa had discovered, described, and 
nam ed. I daydream ed about my next trip to 
the quarry, where I would find a crinoid, 
maybe even one that h ad n ’t been discovered, 
and I could give it a Latin species nam e 
kareni, after my own name, Karen.

W hen the day finally arrived and G randpa 
and I were walking toward the quarry, I told 
him of my hopes. As I ram bled on, lie replied 
simply, “It’s possible, but no t probable.” He 
guided me through those zealous moments
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The Le Grand quarry  and Beane (in hat) a ttracted 
many v is ito rs  w ho  shared his fascination w ith  fossils.
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familiar to me as well-loved toys. One that was/
propped  against the colonnades between the 
living and dining rooms was shaped like the 
state o f Texas. Another, my favorite, was a
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small slab with three crinoids, the calyxes 
com plete with stem and arms, the stems en
twined. In one of his writings G randpa ro
mantically described the three “as formal as if

a lady had placed them together for a 
nosegay.” These crinoids and many other 
specimens now belong to Beloit College in 
Wisconsin, and I recently visited the science 
departm ent there to have a “reunion” with 
G randpa’s fossils. The “nosegay” and the 
“state o f Texas” brought tears to my eyes.

In my early years I must have assumed that 
all grandparents’ homes were cluttered with 
slabs of rock. At least, I never thought it out 
o f the ordinary that in order to sit in 
G randpa’s house, I often had to move a clus
ter of fossils, a pile o f his notebooks, or stacks 
of correspondence (with international post
marks from places like Cape Town and Lon
don). To have tea with Grandpa at the din
ing-room table, I learned to look for sugar in 
the bag in the kitchen, not in the old pewter 
sugar bowl, where tiny, single crinoid fossils 
nestled.

When I was thirteen, Grandpa was inter
viewed on television. The next day at school 
my teacher asked me, “Karen, what do you 
think of Dr. Beane?” I'd never heard him re
ferred to as “Doctor" before, so I uttered, 
“He's just G randpa.” She went on to tell the 
class about him, using phrases such as, 
“highly regarded” and “world famous.” After 
school I asked Dad if Grandpa really was fa
mous. Dad admitted that, yes, one could say 
that in scientific circles he could be consid
ered quite well known. “Wow! “ I thought, “a 
real-life celebrity in the family.” I could 
hardly wait for my next visit to “Dr. Beane.”

In the following days I studied G randpa’s 
published writings, as well as journal articles 
written about him and his findings. I memo
rized the names of as many species o f fos
sils—especially crinoids—as I could, paying 
particular attention to the eleven that 
Grandpa had discovered, described, and 
named. I daydreamed about my next trip to 
the quarry, where I would find a crinoid, 
maybe even one that hadn’t been discovered, 
and I could give it a Latin species name 
kareni, after my own name, Karen.

When the day finally arrived and Grandpa 
and I were walking toward the quarry, I told 
him of my hopes. As I rambled on, he replied 
simply, “It’s possible, but not probable.” He 
guided me through those zealous moments
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o f m ine with calm hum or. In one short after
noon with him, “Dr. Beane" becam e “G rand
pa” again.

O n a subsequent visit, undaun ted  by my 
fruitless search for an  echinoderm  fossil, I 
decided I, too, could becom e an expert in 
“preparing" the num erous slabs already dis
covered and waiting for exhibition. This in
volved scraping away the lim estone in which 
the fossils were em bedded. G randpa warned, 
“It takes a good deal o f patience and  tim e to 
clean out just one crino id ,” but this did not 
discourage me. So, ou t in the yard at a 
wooden table, he set me up with a small slab 
and  a needle in a vise, and we com m enced to 
work. I had watched him chiseling away of
ten, so I needed  little instruction on the ba
sics.

After fif teen m inutes o r so o f  scratching, I 
qu ipped , “W hat's this m ade out of—con
crete?”

“K inderhook lim estone,” he corrected 
with a grin.

An h o u r passed. “They m ake courthouses 
out o f this stuff that have stood a hundred  
years," I com plained. “Surely a needle can ’t 
chip it.”

“Took me twenty-six years to clean the star- 
fish slab," G randpa replied.

“S houldn’t we be doing this in a cooler 
place?" I suggested a few m inutes later.

"It’s best to do it in the bright sun so we 
can see it well," he patiently responded.

Although I watched him prepare many 
m ore crinoids after that, I d o n ’t recall offer
ing to help again. I had gained a profound 
appreciation for the thousands o f painstak
ing hours he had dedicated to preparing 
crinoid slabs.

I suppose one could say my grandfather 
was a “gentlem an farm er,” as I never saw him 
in anything resem bling everyday work 
clothes for farm ers, even on the hot sum m er 
days when G randpa helped me “walk beans” 
on his farm. It must have been a sight to see a 
young girl in shorts and halter pulling weeds 
alongside a white-haired m an wearing a white 
shirt, tie, and three-piece suit.

A lthough in that sense he was formal, 
G randpa was a gentle, caring m an who 
smiled and laughed easilv and lived his life by

Q uaker values. H e seemed to live at a slower, 
m ore relaxed pace. Now and then, G randpa 
got beh ind  on his volum inous correspon
dence, even to the point o f no t reading all 
that he received. The in n er pockets o f his suit 
jacket bulged because he carried  his filing 
system on his person. I’ve been told o f the

day in 1932 when the president o f Penn Col
lege called to confirm  details for the cer
emony to be held that evening—they were 
going to bestow an honorary doctor’s degree 
on G randpa. He scanned through his pocket- 
files, opened  the month-old letter for the first 
time, and calmly verified he would be there

In a 1950s photo Beane points to  where the crinoid 
‘‘nest’’ was found in 1931 at the Le Grand quarry.

that evening (and he was).
Grandpa often traveled by bus to search 

for fossils, to display specimens at mineral 
conventions, and to lecture at colleges and
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on his farm. It must have been a sight to see a 
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shirt, tie, and  three-piece suit.

Although in that sense he was formal, 
G randpa was a gentle, caring m an who 
smiled and laughed easily and lived his life by

Q uaker values. He seem ed to live at a slower, 
m ore relaxed pace. Now and then, Grandpa 
got behind on his volum inous correspon
dence, even to the point o f not reading all 
that he received. The inner pockets o f his suit 
jacket bulged because he carried his filing 
system on his person. I’ve been told of the
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day in 1932 when the president o f Penn Col
lege called to confirm  details for the cer
emony to be held that evening— they were 
going to bestow an honorary docto r’s degree 
on Grandpa. He scanned through his pocket-
files, opened the m onth-old letter for the first
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tinie, and calmly verified he would be there

In a 1950s photo  Beane points to  where the crino id  
‘ nest”  was found in 1931 at the Le Grand quarry.

that evening (and he was).
G randpa often traveled by bus to search 

for fossils, to display specimens at mineral 
conventions, and to lecture at colleges and



“ F low ers  o f th e  Iow a Seas,” a
new exh ib it at the State H istorica l 
Society o f Iowa, features hundreds 
o f fossils; a marine reef aquarium 
w ith  living crinoids, corals, and 
chambered nautilus; profiles o f 
early Iowa geologists; and an over
view o f Iowa geology. Open Tues- 
day-Saturday 9-4:30; Sunday I 2- 
4:30. State H istorical Building, 600 
E. Locust, Des Moines. Call Sarah 
Macht, museum education co o rd i
na tor (5 15-242-5 193) fo r  school 
tours  and exh ib it guidebook.

D evonian  Fossil G orge, below 
emergency spillway on Coralville  
Lake, Johnson County. (See photos

on pages 19-20). W a lk  on ancient 
sea floo rs  and observe fossil re 
mains on the bedrock. Fossils re 
moved from  the gorge can be 
seen in the nearby Corps o f Engi
neers V is ito rs  C ente r on week
days 7:30-4, weekends noon-5

Io w a  H a ll a t th e  U n ive rs ity  o f 
Iow a , Iowa City. Housed in 
Macbride Hall on the Pentacrest, 
this museum o f natural and cul
tura l h is to ry  includes a co lorfu l 
diorama o f an ancient Iowa sea, 
com plete w ith  co lo rfu l crinoids 
and a menacing, preh istoric  shark. 
Gives you three-dim ensional pic
tu re  o f w hat Iowa was like as a

Photographed in spring 1994, the quarry site in which Burnice Beane found spectacular nests o f crinoids and 

starfish six decades earlie r is now  overgrow n and no longer excavated fo r  limestone.

universities. He carried  along a carpetbag 
full o f fossils that he in tended  to donate or to 
sell on the road to pay his fare. W hen I in
quired as to why he d id n ’t fly, he said he saw 
m ore o f the scenery and  met m ore people

when he rode the bus, and that he would 
“leave the flying to the birds.” In one bus trip 
he logged m ore than ten thousand miles.

It was clear tha t he loved collecting fossils, 
but it was also im portan t to him  that others

W here can you see
ancient Iowa 

up close?

A r t  J c n n > e  M o rg a n



learn about and value these prehistoric phe
nomena. G randpa enjoyed com pany and 
sharing his knowledge of fossils. It always 
amazed me how he could adapt his lectures 
to his audience. Busloads o f college students 
would come to meet him and  see his collec
tion. When this coincided with my visits, I 
was not always happy to share him  with 
strangers, even when I was an adult and had 
brought my own children to see him. O n just 
such a day, two buses pulled up. I le rose to 
greet his visitors as I silently groaned my an
noyance.

J

My three-year-old son wanted to go out 
with him. G randpa took Davin’s hand  and 
assured me it was perfectly okay. As I sat on 
the davbed by the window and watched 
through old lace curtains, G randpa, with 
Davin in tow, led the group to some crinoid 
slabs on a large wooden table outside. As he 
held up a specimen and began to explain its 
characteristics, Davin, m outh agape, pulled 
on G randpa’s pant leg. While sixty or so stu
dents and professors grinned at each o ther 
and patiently waited, G randpa prom ptly and 
agilely lowered him self to his haunches and 
answered his great-grandson’s questions.

Grandpa always had tim e lor on-the-spot 
teaching and for young people O ur vocabu
laries broadened because o f how he spoke to

us. In 1952, a long cold walk back to 
G randpa’s house at m idnight (we had been 
watching wrestling at one o f the few houses 
in Le G rand that had television) becam e his 
chance to teach me about different constella
tions in the clear n ight sky. W hen two o f his 
grandsons played college basketball, he at
tended every one of their games. W rapped 
up in an old buffalo robe to keep warm, he 
seldom even missed a local high school foot
ball game, and very few away games. At his fu
neral one of the high school football players 
told me that the team was in attendance and 
that they were really going to miss “the old 
fossil,” as they affectionately called him.

Age never seem ed to stop him in his pur
suit for fossils. In the 1950s, when G randpa 
was in his seventies, he descended five hun 
dred feet in a mine to collect crystals and 
minerals. W hen he was in his eighties—and I 
in my twenties— I was still asking him to slow 
down on our walks to the quarry  so I could 
keep up with him.

Nevertheless, G randpa died in January 
1966 at age eighty-six. I rem em ber standing 
beside the coffin with my dad. All his lilt* he 
had seen G randpa surrounded  by fossils. 
Now in a final act o f farewell, Dad quietly 
slipped a tiny, single crinoid under G rand
pa’s hand. □

tropical sea. Monday-Saturday 
9:30-4:30; Sunday 12:30-4:30.

Are you an 
armchair traveler?
Check your public lib ra ry  fo r  ac
cess to  these articles on Iowa ge
ology, amateur paleontologists, 
fossil crinoids, and living crinoids.

Iowa Geologist 1994 (No. 19). Re
cent yearly issue o f this free publi
cation features Paleozoic, glacial- 
age, and 1993 floods and the ir ef
fects on Iowa, and Devonian Fossil 
Gorge. For a free copy o r  to  be

added to  the mailing list, contact 
Geological Survey Bureau, 109 
Trowbridge, Iowa City, Iowa 
52242-1319. Phone 319-335-1575

“ B. H. Beane and the LeGrand 
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