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MEMORIAL

MACKENZIE GORDON, JR.
(1913-1992)

Mackenzie Gordon, Jr., 78 (Figure 1), was a geologist and
paleontologist with the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) for more
than 40 years. Mac, as he was affectionately known, died of
cardiac arrest at his home on 30 January 1992 after a very brief
illness. He is survived by his wife Barbara Walker Gordon of
Washington, D.C.

Born in San Francisco on 4 April 1913 and raised in the Bay
area, Mac earned an A.B. in geology from Stanford University
in 1934, where he also attended graduate school (1935-1936).
There, he studied paleontology and biostratigraphy under Prof.
Siemon W. Muller, a dynamic, engaging stratigrapher and field
geologist, who introduced Mac to his first love, ammonoids.

Mac had a broad career within the USGS, the scope of his
expertise ranging from metals commodities to the geology of
the Carboniferous System. Mac fervently believed that solid
taxonomic studies are building blocks essential for the estab-
lishment and revision of regional and international biostrati-
graphic frameworks and that meaningful biostratigraphic anal-
ysis involves integration of data from all available biotic groups.
Furthermore, he maintained that biostratigraphy is not an end
in itself but should be utilized as an instrument in solving geo-
logic problems. Throughout his career, Mac prided himself on
providing paleontologic and biostratigraphic expertise and sup-
port for the USGS’s geologic mapping programs. He received
considerable international recognition for his contributions to
the biostratigraphy and chronostratigraphy of the Carbonifer-
ous. He was a voting member of the Carboniferous Subcom-
mission of the International Stratigraphic Commission, served
for two decades as the United States Representative on the
Permanent Committee for the International Carboniferous Con-
gress, and was the Chairman of the Working Group on the
Chesterian and Morrowan Series for the Carboniferous Sub-
commission. He actively investigated several of the sequences
that were being considered for the Mississippian-Pennsylvanian
boundary stratotype (the northern Confusion Range in west-
central Utah and the eastern Appalachian sections in south-
western Virginia and southern West Virginia).

His own paleontologic research focused on the study of two
major groups of invertebrate fossils—mollusks (mainly cepha-
lopods) and brachiopods. During his career, Mac published more
than 100 scientific papers, including several major monographs.
Although he retired from the USGS in 1981, he continued his
research and publication as an emeritus scientist with the USGS
and as a research associate of the Smithsonian Institution (Mu-
seum of Natural History) in Washington, D.C. Several major
unpublished contributions are currently in review. His more
significant stratigraphic and biostratigraphic papers are given in
the Selected Bibliography section.

After briefly working for a mining company in the Great Basin
after college, Mac embarked on his professional career as a
geologist with the USGS in early 1940, shortly before American
entry into the Second World War. His work for the USGS prior
to and during the War involved mapping of strategic minerals
in the Dominican Republic and mineral-resource appraisals of
three major metal commodities in the United States—tungsten
in California and Arizona, manganese in the Batesville District
of Arkansas, and bauxite in central Arkansas. He played a crit-

FIGURE ]/ —Mackenzie Gordon, Jr., at the top of Granite Mountain at
the northern end of the Confusion Range, Utah. Looking northwest
toward Deep Creek Mountains. Photograph taken by T. W. Henry,
15 October 1983.

ical role for the Government from 1942 to 1945 by leading the
Arkansas bauxite project, during which rich and extensive de-
posits of this strategic material near Little Rock were drilled,
blocked out, assessed, and subsequently exploited for the war
effort. In 1959, the results of this work were published (coauthors
J. I. Tracey, Jr., and M. W. Ellis) as USGS Professional Paper
299, “Geology of the Arkansas Bauxite Region,” a monograph
that is still widely cited. Mac considered this endeavor the most
significant of his career as a public servant.

From 1945 to 1947, Mac was assigned to the Foreign Geology
Branch of the USGS and studied Carboniferous and Permian
stratigraphy in southern Brazil. He was in charge of the field
office in Rio de Janeiro. In 1950, Mac requested assignment to
the Paleontology and Stratigraphy Branch (P&S) of the USGS
where he conducted research for most of the rest of his long
career. He was in charge of the Upper Paleozoic Unit of P&S
from 1951 to 1956 and spent 1956—-1958 in the USGS’s office
in Menlo Park, California, where he assisted in establishing the
regional research center. Mac returned to Brazil in 1958-1960
and participated in the U.S. Government’s international pro-
gram to establish geology departments in selected Latin Amer-
ican universities. Mac organized and taught, in Portuguese,
courses in stratigraphy, paleontology, and sedimentology, es-
tablished a summer field camp at the Universidade de Rio Gran-
de do Sul in Porto Alegre, and (in 1960) was an advisor at the
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Universidade de Brasil in Rio de Janeiro. For these efforts, he
was honored by the Brazilian Geological Society in 1964.

Mac’s career was marked by honors and professional respon-
sibilities outside the USGS in addition to those mentioned above.
He was a member or a fellow of The Paleontological Society,
Society of Economic Paleontologists and Mineralogists, the Pa-
lacontological Association, American Malacological Union, the
Geological Society of America, California Academy of Sciences,
American Association of Petroleum Geologists, the American
Geological Institute (past president), and president of the Ninth
International Congress on Carboniferous Stratigraphy and Ge-
ology (held as part of the USGS Centennial celebration in 1979
in Washington, D.C., and Champaign-Urbana, Illinois) and ed-
itor-in-chief of its Proceedings. Other scientific affiliations in-
cluded the Geological Society of Washington (past councilor
and vice president), and the Paleontological Society of Wash-
ington (past president). He was a Research Associate of the
Smithsonian Institution.

Those of us who knew Mac Gordon were aware that, if there
were a piano available, he would quickly target it and begin
playing. One of the prominent features of the Gordons’ living
room in Georgetown was a much-loved and much-used baby
grand. For many years, Mac, an accomplished musician, com-
posed music and lyrics for the satirical reviews sponsored by
the USGS’s Pick and Hammer Clubs in Washington, D.C., and
in Menlo Park. He contributed dozens of lyrics for songs in the
annual shows during the 1950’s and 1960’s, culminating with
the production for the annual meeting of the Geological Society
of America in Washington, D.C., in 1971. For that extravagan-
za, Mac wrote the lyrics and music of eight songs for the show,
called “The Birth of a Notion, or the Weaning of the West,”
celebrating the founding of the USGS. Mac also performed in
these shows, sometimes alternating roles as accompanist and
song-and-dance man, as the occasion required. These theatrical
talents were developed early on at Stanford, where Mac was a
moving force in the yearly student reviews.

Mac was also a recognized expert in ancient Chinese art and
history and, beginning in his teens, started to acquire bronze
mirrors, an activity that resulted in his amassing one of the
world’s finest private collections. He and his wife Barbara were
also collectors of western contemporary art and were active in
local art circles. Mac served on the Board of Directors of the
Friends of the Corcoran Art Gallery and was chairman of its
Acquisition Committee. The Gordons also were extensively in-
volved with the Washington Society for the Performing Arts.
Mac was a long-time member of the Kenwood Country Club
and was active in the Christian Science Church, where he held
several church offices. During the last decade of his life, Mac
became an avid birdwatcher. Asked why, he replied, logically:
“All my career as a geologist, I have had my eye to the ground,
looking at the rocks, keeping my eye out for mineral traces, and
searching for fossils. When you walk across a piece of ground,
you have to keep a close watch on the ground not to miss
something important. Now, I have retired. And, for the first
time in many years, I can look up at the sky. I can see the trees,
the clouds, the birds, and the blue sky itself. Birdwatching gives
me an excuse to do this. I enjoyed looking at the ground, but
now I choose to look at the sky. And, like the earth, it is beau-
tiful!”

We will miss you, Mac!
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