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Milton C. Blake Jr., known to all as Clark, died on 5 August 
2017, in Bellingham, Washington, at the age of 85. He was born 
in San Francisco, California, on 20 February 1932, the first son 
of Milton C. Blake Sr. and Easter Carol Wilson. Clark grew up in 
San Francisco and the Sonoma Valley, graduating from Sonoma 
High School in 1949 and attending Santa Rosa Junior College. He 
joined the U.S. Army in 1952 and was sent to the Army Language 
School to study Russian. He then spent two years as an interpreter 
and translator for the Army in Austria and Germany.

Following his U.S. Army service, Clark attended the 
University of California at Berkeley, where he received his B.S. 
in geology in 1958. Clark began work with the U.S. Geological  
Survey while finishing his bachelor’s degree, serving over the next few years as a field assistant 
in California, Nevada, and Alaska with several well-known USGS geologists, notably Porter  
Irwin and Edgar Bailey (California Klamath Mountains and Coast Ranges), Tom Nolan and 
Dick Hose (Nevada), and Edward Mackevett (Alaska).

Clark was greatly influenced in this early work with Bailey and his Survey colleagues (par-
ticularly Robert Coleman, Porter Irwin, and David Jones) by poorly understood complexities 
of the Franciscan accretionary assemblage. Much of Clark’s long career subsequently concerned 
the study of the age, field relations, structure, and metamorphic history of these enigmatic rocks. 
This focus began as a graduate student at Stanford University, where his 1965 Ph.D. disserta-
tion was titled “Structure and petrology of low-grade metamorphic rocks, blueschist facies, 
Yolla Bolly area, northern California.” This was followed by his classic 1967 paper with USGS  
colleagues that described inverted metamorphic zonation in Franciscan rocks beneath a region-
al thrust fault separating Franciscan rocks from oceanic basement of the coeval Great Valley  
sequence forearc basin section of northern California. This work was followed by other papers 
coauthored with Edgar Bailey and David Jones describing the ophiolitic basement of the Great 
Valley sequence and the significance of the fault contact between these rocks and the Franciscan 
assemblage. The 1960s were an exciting time in earth science, when plate tectonics was emerg-
ing as a fundamental driving process at convergent margins, and Clark enthusiastically applied 
these ideas as a setting for Franciscan accretion, deformation, and metamorphism.

During his research on the accretionary margin of western North America, Clark became 
involved with projects along other ancient convergent margins, including in New Zealand,  
Australia, New Caledonia, the western Alps, and the Cyclades Islands of Greece. This resulted 
in collaborations with numerous geologists in New Zealand, Australia, France, Japan and Italy. 
Clark received a Fulbright Grant in 1970 to work on tectonic problems associated with ophiolitic 
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and associated accretionary rocks in New Zealand and New Caledonia, collaborating with C.A. 
Landis (University of Otago) and R.N. Brothers (University of Auckland) on several important 
papers (Blake and Landis, 1973; Brothers and Blake, 1973; Blake et al., 1974a). He also spent six 
months at the University of Paris in 1978 working in the western Alps and in the Greek Cyclades 
Islands (Blake et al., 1981a).

In the early 1970s, the USGS had become a leader in addressing environmental issues in 
the urbanized United States through the use of framework geologic mapping and potential-field 
geophysics to delineate such geologic hazards as earthquakes and landslides. Clark spent two 
years as a staff geologist for urban studies helping to administer this program in the office of 
Environmental Geology at USGS headquarters in Washington, D.C., and Reston, Virginia. He 
then returned to Menlo Park in 1974 as chief of the Branch of Western Environmental Geology.

In the mid-1970s and early 1980s, paleomagnetism emerged as another tool for studying 
structurally complex accretionary rocks. When integrated with biostratigraphic data, paleo-
magnetic studies showed that many accreted bodies of rock along continental margins had un-
dergone large translation parallel to the margin. This led to rapid application of the new concept 
of tectonostratigraphic terranes, which Clark adopted as a powerful means of subdividing the 
Franciscan. In the mid-1980s, influenced by the paleomagnetic revelations, Clark, together with 
David Jones and other USGS colleagues, proposed a new model for assembly of the Mesozoic 
to Cenozoic accretionary margin of western North America that integrated plate tectonic evolu-
tion of the oceanic crust with the sedimentary history of the continental margin. Based on rela-
tions documented by geologic mapping in Mesozoic and Tertiary Franciscan rocks of the San  
Francisco Bay region of California and in a transect across northern California from Cape 
Mendocino to the northern Great Valley, Clark and David Jones proposed that the margin con-
sists of a series of composite oceanic and continent-derived tectonostratigraphic terranes. They 
proposed that these terranes were accreted as the result of both convergent and translational 
processes. This model, though still controversial and debated today, is widely used globally 
as a basic framework for accretion along subduction margins. Clark was recognized by the 
Geological Society of America for his work on accretionary terranes in 1972 when he was elect-
ed to GSA Fellowship. In the late 1970s and 1980s Clark also participated with New Zealand 
colleagues in the early application of the terrane concept to accretionary rocks in New Zealand. 
Subsequently, in 1987, Clark and Charles Landis were joint recipients of the Geological Society 
of New Zealand’s most prestigious McKay Hammer Award for their “most meritorious pub-
lished contributions to New Zealand geology.”

In 1988, Clark continued his work in the Alps of France and Italy under a G.K. Gilbert 
Fellowship and also worked at the New South Wales Geological Survey mapping accretionary 
and ophiolitic rocks in Australia.

Clark retired from the USGS in 1993 and moved to Bellingham, Washington, where he 
continued his research on accretionary rocks of the Washington margin as a research associ-
ate, advising and teaching at Western Washington University. He collaborated with his WWU  
colleagues and, under a National Science Foundation grant, participated in the study of the 
geology and tectonic history of the San Juan Islands. Until his death, Clark also continued geo-
logic mapping studies of the accretionary margin of California as a USGS emeritus scientist, 
having major influence on 3-dimensional modeling of crustal structure in northern California,  
collaborating with other emeriti colleagues and acting as mentor to a younger generation of 
USGS scientists.

Clark’s passion for geology was equaled by his desire to live his life to the fullest, sur-
passed only by his love of family and friends. He was an avid naturalist and an accomplished 
field ornithologist (Blake, 2004; Blake and Engebretson, 2007; Blake and Wentworth, 2007; 
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Marshall and Blake, 2009), over the years acting as a compiler during annual Christmas bird 
counts with the Audubon Society both in California (Santa Clara County chapter) and Arizona 
(Tucson and Sonoran–Glendale chapters). He was also an avid collector of antique bottles and 
memorabilia and, with his father and daughter Emma, did extensive genealogical research on 
the Blake and related families. He loved good wine and food and enjoyed countless memorable 
gatherings with friends and family, and with colleagues on field trips and at professional meet-
ings. His colleagues and friends enjoyed his lively and friendly discussions of geology and 
subjects ranging from music and travel to wine and food. Students and younger geologists fur-
ther remember Clark for his generosity and endless willingness to discuss and explain complex 
geologic relations on field trips and for pointing them to places to see field relations that helped 
them in their own research. Clark’s unique influence in the geologic community and on his col-
leagues and friends will be long lasting.

Acknowledgments: We thank Clark’s wife Patty and his daughter Emma C. Blake for pro-
viding us with details of Clark’s life and career. We also thank Russell F. Burmester, Western 
Washington University, for providing the photo of Clark pointing to a belemnite in greywacke 
of the Lopez structural zone on Lopez Island, Washington, in May 1997.
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