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Hi Neighbor!
Neighbor makes amazing beach find near Scarborough, England  
By Maggie Toscano (geologist and lifelong beachcomber), 4010 Rickover 

Anyone who has seen me at the beach knows that I tend to ignore beautiful views of sun, surf, dunes, and 
sea cliffs in favor of keeping my head down, staring at the substrate, hoping to find treasures. I have done 
this the world over, perfecting my “search image” for whatever I hope to spot before anyone else sees it. I 
usually know what to look for at each location and set my brain accordingly, so I don’t get distracted by 
mundane flotsam (this is serious business). I have the rock and fossil booty to prove it.  

None of this careful focus and planning was in play while I was on my geology field trip in England a few 
weeks ago. We were looking at ancient rocks as well as Pleistocene glacial deposits along the North 
Yorkshire coast. To my disappointment seashells were neither abundant nor special, so I collected some 
samples of Cretaceous chalk from the coastal cliffs instead. But I never stopped looking for my favorites.   

I had given up finding shells by the time we got to the seawalls south of the ancient seaside town of 
Scarborough.  Much of the beach below the seawall consisted of seaweed-covered wet rocks, until we 
reached a small area of sand beach. I started my usual scanning of the ground and saw a small bit of shiny 
black something poking above the sand. I dug it out and initially thought it was coal, based on its 
appearance. I even joked that we could toss it on the coal fire at the pub later that evening.   

When my fellow field trippers looked at it, they (being English and 
geologists) immediately knew it was not coal and was definitely not 
for burning. It was a rare and large piece of hard Whitby Jet! 

I was familiar with the Victorian jewelry carved from Whitby Jet, 
mostly from literature and Gothic novels, and the fact that 
Queen Victoria and her court wore jet as mourning jewelry after 
the death of Prince Albert. Jet has been used for making beads and 
other ornaments for millennia by Neolithic and Bronze Age peoples 
in ancient Britain, followed by the ancient Romans, who utilized it for 
ornaments as well as for purported magical properties. A mining and 
jewelry industry began in Whitby in the 1840s, well before Prince 
Albert’s death in 1861, and continued until cheaper black materials 

(including softer varieties of jet from Europe) became available at the turn of the 20th century. So what 
exactly is jet? A quote [with my inserts] from the PhD dissertation of John Edwin Hemingway (1933) 
explains it well: “The best 'hard' jet is found only in the Jet Rock [geologic formation], and is entirely 
composed of collapsed and compressed wood structures, soaked in humic [organic plant] substances 
resulting from the decomposition of the original wood. (Continued on page 4). 
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Ayla Chew, daughter of Carrie Chew, 
4009 Ingersol, looks on as friend Julie 
Fudge shows her a photo. Julie is the 
daughter of singer Patsy Cline who was 
very popular with songs such as “Crazy,”  
“I Fall to Pieces,” and “Walking After 
Midnight” at the time our homes were 
built. She gave area concerts early Rock 
Creek Woods residents could have 
attended. Cline has been cited as one of 
the most celebrated, respected, and 
influential performers of the 20th century.

Help learning to identify neighborhood bird songs 
You might be surprised by the varied types of birds outside your                                                                  
windows you find when you download the free Merlin app. Press                                                                                
the Sound ID logo which is able to hear through glass. Merlin uses                                                                
thousands of recordings to learn vocalizations of each bird species. Watch as suggestions appear and 
note the pitch and pattern of each. The best way to learn sounds is to see each bird but Merlin can give 
you a good start. The app also has a great number of photos and descriptions of individual species.

Visit to Patsy Cline’s hometown of Winchester, VA 

From the past: Remembering Motek 
Motek, cat-in-residence at 4015 Ingersol, died on April 16, 2010 after a long bout 
with kidney disease and most recently, a stroke. A veterinarian helped Motek 
[gender neutral Hebrew slang name for sweetheart] pass away peacefully to his 
eternal rest. The funeral was private. Motek’s remains were transported to 
Flintstone, MD where he was interred near the country home of his loving master 
and mistress, Paul and Annabel Kaufman. Their son, Steve, was also in attendance. 
Motek would have been 15 in July. 

We remember Motek as a raconteur and cat of letters. His most renowned was an article for this newsletter,  
“The Cats of Rock Creek Woods” which may be awarded a Pulitzer for kitty lit. [Does anyone have a copy?] 
He was born in Tel Aviv, Israel, of unknown parents who cruelly abandoned him. A survivor, he managed to 
make it on his own, until one dreadful day when Motek became stuck in a pipe. To his rescue came Steve 
Kaufman who was then studying in Tel Aviv and who later brought Motek back to his home.  

While never married, Motek did establish a loving relationship with Callie of 4010 Ingersol. It was strictly    
a Platonic liaison because of surgery shortly after his arrival in Washington. Long-time readers may 
remember Motek and Callie’s love letters to each other. Motek also had a close friendship with Callie’s 
mistress, May Nakamura. For May’s 90th birthday, Motek presented her with a kitchen towel, pot holder, 
and teapot cover set with drawings of two cats.  

There are no survivors in the United States, but Steve Kaufman believes that Motek was the father of many, 
many Israeli kittens with whom he unfortunately lost touch after his moved to Rock Creek Woods - From an 
earlier published article by Tom Klein, 4008 Ingersol 
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Rain doesn’t spoil Halloween fun 
Despite the rain, Halloween was a great success! We had over 20 
families volunteer for children’s trick or treat visits and more than 
30 handing out candy. Joan Brierton, 4008 Rickover, hosted the 
pizza party since it was too wet to be outside. Decorations at Kathy 
& Taylor Lednum’s, 4012 Ingersol, while always impressive, sailed 
even above with this year’s very spooky hot air balloon on their 
lawn. Thanks to everyone who participated. We’re looking forward 
to next year, when hopefully it will be dry enough to hold our pre-
parade pizza party outside.  -  Sarah Van Hasstert, 4011 Ingersol 

Photos by 
Michael 
Hoyt
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Whitby jet is the altered remains of coniferous wood washed from the Liassic [Jurassic] land surface into the 
Yorkshire [marine] Basin, where it became waterlogged and sank. The dominating factors in the subsequent 
jetonisation were the conditions of reduction [lack of oxygen] and stagnation in the deeper parts of the 
basin during Jet Rock times. These conditions caused the formation of a fine, black viscous mud which, 
together with the absence of oxygen due to the same reason, controlled the decomposition of the wood 
and limited it to a unique and prolonged breakdown of organic constituents. As a result the wood which was 
in the form of stems and trunks, was reduced to a pulpy condition. The constant slow deposition of muds 
caused the stems to be much flattened and to assume the form in which they are now found.” 

My jet sample has the appearance of tree bark on one side, confirming Hemingway’s data. Jet, formed of 
individual wood pieces, is not the same as coal, which is formed of the entire swamp. Coal is much older 
(359-299 million years ago), having formed during the Carboniferous period of the Paleozoic Era (ending 
251 million years ago).  Jet formed a bit later (175-185 million years ago) during the Jurassic period of the 
Mesozoic Era (the age of dinosaurs). Jet is not a mineral as it lacks any crystal structure or definitive 
chemical formula and is considered an organic gem like amber (fossilized tree sap). 

As for how it ended up on the beach below Scarborough, here is an excerpt from the November 5, 2022, 
issue of Down to Earth, a geology newsletter produced by the field trip leaders: “How’s this for piece of jet... 
Almost the last thing that you think about when walking the beach in Scarborough’s South Bay is the 
prospect of picking up a substantial piece of Whitby Jet. But that’s exactly what Down to Earth reader and 
US citizen Maggie Toscano did. Initial examination suggested that it was a piece of genuine jet (as opposed 
to coal). What’s interesting is how it got to Scarborough’s South Bay in the first place. It comes from the 
Lower Jurassic and the local geology is much higher in the Jurassic succession. Perhaps it’s come from an 
offshore source. Alternatively, has it been lost from a ship that was carrying it? It doesn’t seem likely that it 
has been carried from Whitby by longshore drift, as it would be relatively fragile.” 
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Holiday cookie exchange  
Pati Young, 3920 Rickover, has created 
interest with a Rock Creek Woods Cookie 
Exchange to be held on December 11, 
probably on Melanie & Barry Harris’ porch, 
3942 Rickover. More than 15 families are 
participating with each bringing a type of 
yummy cookie including: Pfeffernusse, 
Grinch (Pistachio Cranberry), Mint Chocolate 
Chip, Molasses, Chocolate Raspberry, Polish 
Iced Frosting, Thumbprint, Big Bird Vanilla 
Tree, Gingersnaps, and Sesame Crisps. 

Needless to say, my sample of jet is a unique specimen among any I have ever found and 
gave me the opportunity to study the geologic period and process of jet formation, and 
the ancient history of its use. I even bought a vintage (1900s) jet pin to have an example of 
what humans have made of this substance over the past 10,000 years.  
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