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J. Harlan Johnson, professor emeritus of geology,
Colorado School of Mines, died at his home in Crowley,
Texas, on October 31, 1974, at the age of 82. He was
known worldwide as an eminent authority on fossil algae,
yet his geological interests were diverse and he con-
tributed significantly to the growth and the development
of many facets of the science.

Harlan Johnson was born on March 21, 1892, in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to William H. Johnson and
Mary Harlan Johnson. He attended public schools in
Philadelphia between 1898 and 1910. Harlan left the
Quaker City to enroll in the South Dakota School of
Mines, but his higher education was interrupted by
World War I. As a noncombatant in the Army Medical
Corps in France, he was wounded and gassed. He
recuperated in France and in 1919 earned a certificate in geology and language at the
University of Montpellier. He returned to the South Dakota School of Mines where he
completed his undergraduate studies and received an Engineer of Mines degree in 1920.
Later that same year he accepted an appointment as instructor in geology at the Colorado
School of Mines in Golden, where he was to begin an unusually productive career in teaching
and research that lasted for nearly half a century.

Harlan received his Master of Science degree from Colorado School of Mines in 1923,
and in 1925 he became an associate professor of geology. He earned his Ph.D. in geology
and biology from the University of Colorado in 1936. Johnson became a full professor of
geology at Mines in 1947 and retired from the faculty in 1957. He was curator of the
Geological Museum, considered one of the largest collections of mineral specimens in the
West. During his tenure at Colorado School of Mines, he was instrumental in shaping
the geological and geophysical engineering curriculum.

Harlan was married to Merle (Molly) Knights of El Centro, California, in Denver on
September 12, 1924. Molly shared Harlan’s enthusiasm for his work and took great
pleasure in accompanying him on his many travels around the world. Although they had
no children, their family, as Richard Rezak said, “included the many students who
studied with Harlan over the years.”

Harlan Johnson’s career began with a wide range of geological interests, in addition
to archeology and natural history in general. To illustrate, in the 1920s he published on
mineral deposits, Pleistocene man, evolution, invertebrate paleontology, and the geology of
the Golden, Colorado, area; compiled bibliographies on geophysical principles; and
reviewed and commented on one of Wegener’s articles on continental drift. Regarding his
early years at Mines, Harlan said, “I had no specialty then. The School expected every
faculty member to be able to teach all the courses in his department. Mine was geology.”

Shortly after this period, field studies of Paleozoic and Mesozoic sediments in
Colorado focused his attention on soft rocks and paleontology, and ultimately led to his
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interest in fossil algae, which was to dominate his research for forty years. During the
summer of 1930, while engaged in field mapping of the upper Paleozoic in central
Colorado for the U.S. Geological Survey, Harlan noted, *I ran into considerable deposits
of algal limestone. At that time I was unable to find any specialist who could assist me in
their study or to advise me as to their meaning with regards to conditions of deposition
and other geologic aspects. Consequently, I became interested in their study.” This, then,
was the beginning of Harlan's lifetime of research on fossil algae and algal limestones.

Field studies and basic geology continued to occupy much of Johnson's research time
during the 1930s and early 1940s, primarily Paleozoic stratigraphy of Colorado, espe-
cially in the Mosquito and Sawatch Ranges and the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. He
collaborated with others in studies of the geology of South Park, Colorado, which was
published as Geological Society of America Memoir 33. He devoted particular attention to
Tertiary sediments of South Park, especially Oligocene algal limestones, and these rocks
served 'as the subject for his Ph.D. dissertation. Although his earlier studies of algae were
confined mainly to formations in Colorado, soon he began to expand his research into
other regions, including the Permian ‘“lime-secreting” algae of West Texas and New
Mexico.

For a few years during the early 1940’s, he diverted his interests to mercury deposits,
their geological occurrences, mineralogy, and mining. During these war years he was
employed part time as a geologist for Brown and Root and American Smelting and
Refining Company, among others.

Starting in 1947 and continuing into the mid-1950s, Johnson was engaged by the
Military Geology Branch of the U.S. Geological Survey to study modern and fossil cal-
careous algae of the Pacific reefs. This program, in which K. O. Emery, J. 1. Tracey, and
H. S. Ladd, among many others, were involved, was a part of a comprehensive USGS
examination of modern reefs. The investigations began at the site of the Bikini Atoll 1946
nuclear test, and subsequently covered intensive studies of nearby islands, including
Saipan, Eniwetok, and Guam. This research enhanced his knowledge of the petrography
of organic limestones and Cenozoic algae and served as a base to expand his studies of
algae into other regions of the Pacific.

As a consultant for the St. Joseph Lead Company in Missouri in 1953, Johnson
demonstrated a preferred relationship of mineralization and algal carbonates, specifically
the localization of ore deposits in “roll” structures, which he interpreted as stromatolitic
algal bioherms. He liked to cite this as the beginning of his applied use of calcareous algae
in exploration geology. Soon he was to be in great demand to help the petroleum industry
with the interpretation of sedimentary carbonate rocks in oil exploration.

Many petroleum companies in the fifties substantially increased the emphasis on
understanding carbonate rocks in their research programs. The discoveries and develop-
ment of enormous reserves of oil in limestone and dolomite in the Middle East and Libya,
in the Devonian of Canada, and in the late Paleozoic of West Texas contributed to this
new interest. Harlan was well prepared because he had pioneered in the modern approach
to organic limestones and, in fact, had already written his now classic ““Introcuction to the
study of organic limestones.”” In addition, he was the only fossil algae specialist in North
America, and calcareous algae were becoming appreciated as very significant elements in
the realm of carbonate sedimentology. Consequently, Harlan’s expertise was much sought
after, and he was retained as a research consultant for several major oil companies in the
1950s and 1960s.

Following his retirement from the faculty at Mines in 1957 at age 65, Harlan worked
diligently on fossil algae for twelve more productive years. Now freed of teaching respon-
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sibilities, he was able to devote full time to his research and consulting. At a time in one’s
career when many men would be content to reflect on their accomplishments and pursue
more leisurely activities, Harlan was busy compiling, synthesizing, and exploring in his
chosen field. His consulting work did not diminish his basic research on algae. On the
contrary, it gave him a vast reservoir of new algae and carbonate rocks to investigate. In
1958 he began a long-term project to compile the existing knowledge on fossil algae by
geologic periods. He managed to complete the Paleozoic and most of the Mesozoic, and, in
addition, he reviewed in detail various groups of fossil calcareous algae.

Lecturing and consulting projects carried him to every continent except Australia,
and his crossings of the Atlantic and Pacific are too numerous to recall. He and Molly
made two around-the-world trips following his retirement from teaching. He spoke to
scores of far-flung societies and industry groups and held visiting lectureships at the
universities of Tokyo, Paris (Sorbonne), and London, in addition to many in the United
States.

Johnson’s scientific publications number approximately 175, of which several are
book-length contributions. His bibliography is proof of the extent and depth of his
research; many of his articles on fossil algae will remain the most definitive, if not the only,
statements on these aspects of paleontology for generations to come.

In addition to his scientific contributions, Harlan was conscious of a larger respon-
sibility to the scientific community and thus devoted much time to the affairs of geological
societies in the United States and abroad. He was a Fellow of the Geological Society of
America and was a member of the American Association of Petroleum Geologists; the
American Institute of Mining, Metallurgical and Petroleum Engineers; and the Paleon-
tological Society. He was President of the Society of Economic Paleontologists and
Mineralogists in 1943 and was elected to honorary membership in 1969. An early member
of the Rocky Mountain Association of Geologists, he served as vice president in 1929,
president in 1930 and 1931, and later was elected an honorary member. He was vice
president of the Société Géologique de France in 1934.

Through the years, but especially in later years, Harlan Johnson received many
deserved honors. In 1958 he was awarded an honorary Doctor of Science degree from the
South Dakota School of Mines. In 1969 he received the twelfth Gold Medal Award of the
Colorado Engineering Council, and in 1970 he was selected as a Distinguished Achieve-
ment Medalist by the Colorado School of Mines Board of Trustees.

Early-acquired attitudes of a Quaker and pacifist characterized Harlan Johnson. To
my knowledge, he never raised his voice in anger or spoke disparagingly of anyone. This
gentleness toward mankind and nature was evidenced in his daily life, yet he was as dis-
ciplined and orderly in his work schedule as a drill sergeant. He would establish rigorous
project goals for himself, meet the deadline with a completed product, and then go onto
the next, always in a relaxed manner. Within this schedule he allowed time for his devoted
wife and friends in addition to his garden, with its visiting fauna. In many ways he was a
quiet man, but he had much to say to those who would listen.

Harlan Johnson was a highly regarded geologist and a respected teacher. Because of
his dedicated hard work and pioneering insight, his published works on fossil algae and
organic limestones will remain fundamental references for geologists concerned with
broader aspects of interpreting Earth history.
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SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY OF J. H. JOHNSON

The geology of the Golden area, Colorado: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 20, no. 3, 25 p.
(and Waldschmidt, W. A.) Famous Colorado mineral localitics--Table Mountain and its
zeolites: Am. Mineralogist, v. 10, no. §, p. 118-120.

Origin of the Sangre de Cristo conglomerates, Colorado: Am. Assoc. Petroleum Geologists
Bull.,, v. 13, p. 177-178.

A Permian algal reef in South Park, Colorado: Am. Assoc. Petroleum Geologists Bull.,

v. 17, p. 863-865.

Paleozoic formations of the Mosquito Range, Colorado: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 185-B,
p. 15-43.

Stratigraphy of northeastern and east-central parts of South Park, Colorado: Am. Assoc.
Petroleum Geologists Bull., v. 19, p. 1339-1358.

Algae and algal limestones from the Oligocene of South Park, Colorado: Geol. Soc. America
Bull., v. 48, p. 1227-1236.

Lime-secreting algae and algal limestones from the Pennsylvanian of central Colorado: Geol.
Soc. America Bull,, v. 51, p. 571-596.

(and Dorr, M. E.) The Permian algal genus Mizzia: Jour. Paleontology, v. 16, p. 63-77.
Permian lime-secreting algae from the Guadalupe Mountains, New Mexico: Geol. Soc.
America Bull,, v. 53, p. 195-226.

Geologic importance of calcareous algae, with annotated bibliography: Colorado School
Mines Quart., v. 38, no. 1, 102 p.

Paleozoic stratigraphy of the Sawatch Range, Colorado: Geol. Soc. America Bull,, v. 5§,

p. 303-378.

Fossil algae, in Shimer, H. W., and Shrock, R. R., eds., Index fossils of North America:
New York, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., p. 711-719.

A résumé of the Paleozoic stratigraphy of Colorado: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 40,
no. 3, 109 p.

Calcareous algae as useful microfossils: Jour. Paleontology, v. 19, p. 350-354.

Calcareous algae of the Upper Leadville Limestone near Glenwood Springs, Colorado: Geol.
Soc. America Bull., v. 56, p. 829-848.

Mississippian algal limestones from the vicinity of St. Louis, Missouri: Jour. Palcontology,
v. 20, p. 166-171.

Late Paleozoic algae of North America: Am. Midland Naturalist, v. 36, no. 2, p. 264-274.
Lime-secreting algae from the Pennsylvanian and Permian of Kansas: Geol. Soc. America
Bull., v. 57, p. 1087-1120.

(and Ferris, B. J.) Locence algae from Florida: Jour. Paleontology, v. 22, p. 762-766.

(and Stark, J. T., and others) Geology and origin of South Park, Colorado: Geol. Soc.
America Mem. 33, 188 p.

An introduction to the study of organic limestones: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 44,
no. 4, 139 p.

(and Ferris, B. J.) Tertiary coralline algae from the Dutch Last Indies: Jour. Paleontology,
v. 23, p. 193-198.

(and Ferris, B. J.) Tertiary and Pleistocene coralline algae from Lau, Fiji: Bernice P. Bishop
Mus. Bull. 201, 27 p.

A Permian algal-foraminiferal consortium from West Texas: Jour. Paleontology, v. 24,

p. 61-62.

Permian calcareous algae from the Apache Mountains, Texas: Jour. Palcontology, v. 25,

p. 21-30.

Fossil algae, in Smith, G. M., ed., Manual of phycology, Vol. 27: Waltham, Mass., Chronica
Botanica Co., p. 191-202.

Ordovician rock-building algac: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 47, no. 2, p. 29-56.

(and Stewart, W. A.) liocene coralline algae from the Meganos Formation, California:

Jour. Paleontology, v. 27, p. 130-136.
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Microdium Gliick est-il un organisme fossil?: Acad. Sci. Comptes Rendus, tome 237, no. 1,
p. 84-86.

Geology of Bikini and nearby atolls—Fossil calcareous algae from Bikini Atoll: U.S. Geol.
Survey Prof. Paper 260-M, p. 537-545.

An introduction to the study of rock-building algae and algal limestones: Colorado School
Mines Quart., v. 49, no. 2, 117 p.

Early Tertiary coralline algae from Trinidad, British West Indies: Eclogae Geol. Helvetiae,
v. 48, p. 69-78.

Archaeolithophyllum, a new genus of Paleozoic coralline algae: Jour. Paleontology, v. 30,
p. 53-55.

Ancestry of the coralline algae: Jour. Paleontology, v. 30, p. 563-567.

(and Konishi, Kenji) Studies of Mississippian algae—Pt. 1, A review of Mississippian algae;
Pt. 2, Mississippian algae from the western Canada basin and Montana: Colorado School
Mines Quart., v. 51, no. 4, p. 1-107.

Geology of Saipan, Mariana Islands—Calcareous algae: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 280-E,
p. 209-246.

Bibliography of fossil algae—1942-1955: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 52, no. 2,92 p.
Geology of Saipan, Mariana Islands—Petrography of limestones: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof.
Paper 280-C, p. 177-187.

Calcareous algae—Annotated bibliography, in Ladd, H. S., eds., Paleoecology: Geol. Soc.
America Mem. 67, p. 699-701.

(and Konishi, K.) A review of Devonian algae: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 53, no. 2,
pt. 1, p. 1-84.

(and Konishi, K.) A review of Silurian (Gotlandian) algae: Colorado School Mines Quart.,
v. 54, no. 1, p. 1-82.

(and Konishi, K.) Some Silurian calcareous algae from northern California and Japan; Studies
of Silurian (Gotlandian) algae: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 54, no. 1, p. 131-162.
Paleozoic Solenoporaceae and related red algae: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 55,

no. 3, 77 p.

Bikini and nearby atolls—Fossil calcareous algae from Eniwetok, Funafuti and Kita-Daito-
Jima: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 260-Z, p. 907-950.

Jurassic algae from the subsurface of the Gulf Coast: Jour. Paleontology, v. 35, p. 147-151.
Studies of Ordovician algae: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 56, no. 2, p. 1-101.
Limestone-building algae and algal limestones: Golden, Colorado School Mines, 297 p.
Calcareous algae from Sarawak—Geology and mineral resources of the Suai-Baram area,
north Sarawak: British Borneo Geol. Survey Mem. 13, p. 151-168.

The algal genus Lithothamnium and its fossil representatives: Colorado School Mines Quart.,
v.57,no. 1, p. 1-111.

The algal genus Archaeolithothamnium and its fossil representatives: Jour. Paleontology,
v. 37, p. 175-211.

Pennsylvanian and Permian algae: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 58, no. 3, 211 p.
Lower Devonian algae and encrusting Foraminifera from New South Wales: Jour.
Paleontology, v. 38, p. 98-108.

Paleocene calcareous red algae from northern Iraq: Micropaleontology, v. 10, p. 207-216.
The Jurassic algae: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 59, no. 2, 129 p.

Miocene coralline algae from northern Iraq: Micropaleontology, v. 10, p. 477-485.

Eocene algae from Ishigaki-shima, Ryukyu-retto: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 399-C, 13 p.
Fossil and Recent calcareous algae from Guam: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 403-G, 40 p.
The genus Lithophyllum and its fossil representatives: Colorado School Mines Quart.,

v. 60, no. 2, p. 1-65.

Coralline algae from the Cretaceous and early Tertiary of Greece: Jour. Paleontology,

v. 39, p. 802-814.

(and Kaska, H. V.) Fossil algae from Guatemala: Colorado School Mines Prof. Contr.,

no. 1,152 p.
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Tertiary red algae from Bornea: British Mus. (Nat. Hist.) Bull., Geology, v. 2, no. 6,

p. 257-280.

(and Adey, W. H.) Studics of Lithophyllum and related algal genera: Colorado School Mines
Quart., v. 60, no. 2, 105 p.

A review of the Cambrian algac: Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 61, no. 1,162 p.
Bibliography of fossil algac, algal limestones, and the geological work of algac, 1956-1965:
Colorado School Mines Quart., v. 62, no. 4, 148 p.

Lower Cretaceous algae from Texas: Colorado School Mines Prof. Contr., no. 4,71 p.
Lower Cretaceous algae from the Blake Lscarpment, Atlantic Ocean and from Isracl:
Colorado School Mines Prof. Contr., no. 5, 46 p.

(and Toomey, D. I'.) Ungdarella americana, a new red alga from the Pennsylvanian of south-
eastern New Mexico: Jour. Paleontology, v. 42, p. 556-560.

A review of the Lower Cretaceous algae: Colorado School Mines Prof. Contr., no. 6, 180 p.
(and Achauer, C. W.) Algal stromatolites in the James Reef Complex (Lower Cretaccous),
Fairway Field, Texas: Jour. Sed. Petrology, v. 39, p. 1466-1472.

Lower Permian algal stromatolites from Kansas and Oklahoma—Pt. 2, Algal stromatolites
from the Wellington Formation of Kansas and Oklahoma: Kansas Univ. Paleont. Contr.—
Paper 43, p. 9-19.





