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Producers of versatile bentonite foresee strong demand

By DENNIS DAVIS

CODY — Though Washinglon Slate
residents may be difficull to comr
vinee, voleanic ash of the Mount SL

Wyoming, but it is used malaly as 2
composent of the mud wed for oll
drilting. Tt halps lubricate the drill bit

Wyoenlag has been dusied with
valcanlc ash severs] times during the
past. Betwezn 6 million and
135 milliom years &go, volcanic ash
tram wents in 1dsba fell o Wyoming;
absul #,000 years ago, the reglon WeE
coted with ash from a3 Far aWay as
Oregon's Mount Mazama, now Crater
Lake.

Over Ume, the ash formed & sul-
stance called bentonite, and several
compacies now operate hentonile
‘mines in ik Big Horn bastn,

Bentenite |5 alo used &8 a “hinder'
for pellots of a bow-grade iron ore
called taconite at the Allantic City
irue ore mine,

One bentonile processor, Wyo-Ben,
ghips the mimeral to Minnesots,
Michigan, Guebec and Australla for
use with bron ore.

Bentonite also finde & le that binds
within the foundry Industry, in sands
used for metal o

Annther useful characteristle of the
material 15 its impermeability -
water will not travel through bee-

tonlfe, making it useful as a sealant in
ditches and lngoons.

It Is even wsod in wine-making,
whore vininers wse it fo fiker {m-
parities from the fermenting Hiqsld.

BENTONITE I8 amigue In Its ablil-
ty to sheerk waler — It absorhs sa
much that W will swell lo 20 or 30
times Its orlginal vedume when wet.

That propesty, &5 many Casper
‘wmeowners know, can crack bulld-
Ing foundations wien Lhey &re con-
‘wirtseted s solls beavy |n bentanite.

‘The primary mineral in bentontie is
i clay called mestmorillonite. In
Wyaming, It bs largely sodium-based,
Annther typo of montmariiinite with
& cabelum base Is fourd in Texss and
wother parts of the south and dosd not

lave the swelling properties found in
Wyaming beateale.

Wyoming bs unusaal bn (hls respect;
‘when the volcanic ash fell here, It
interacted with fhe ocean water
which covered much of the state a2
the time. Calelim wan exchanged
with the sodlum in sodium chloride
found in salty sen water,

Mosl of the bestoalle mined In
Wynming comes from the Cretaceous
period’s Mowry, Frontier, and
Thermopells formstions with some
besser grade depeslts of Tertlary age.

THE BENTONITE layers,
averaging six (o eight teel in thick-
ness, are strip-mined. Overburden is
removed with loaders, scrapers and
other earthmovieg equipmest asd

separated Into topsalis and subsolls
for ume later when the land & re-
stored.

The open pits from which ihe ben-
tonkte Is taken are several bundred
tool wide and may run up o & mile bn
legth, depanding oe how extensive 5
deposit lles bedow,

Dirag lines Beat for

and further dried to aboul 12 percent
‘maolsbure. 2

BEVERAL COMPANIES are aclive
In bentonite mining In the Big Horn
Basin,  WyoBes, for  example,
empleys 125 persons sl Its mines and
plants at Sage Creek mear Lovell, the
Stucen plant near Greybull asd & new
1

Tield drying,
The bemtosite, contalning aboat 25

when It cos-
tains sbout 13 to 18 percest water,
Each successive layer {5 then re-
maved ag il drles,

‘The Held-dried matorisl |5 then
taken to a mill. There, the bentanite 15
crushed to the conalstency of cement

According to David Brown, Wie-
Bon's marketing manager in Billings.
Mond., the company produces aboul
0,000 tons of milled bentonlte snnu-
Aally from its three plants,

It sells another 50,000 to 360,000
tons of crude or unmilled bentonite
each year, Brows added.

Work recently started ea the con-
structlon of a new Barold bentanite
plant at Lovell, to be finished n 1981.
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