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How a valuable bit of the moon that belongs in

IN OCTOBER 1960, A HUGE FIREBALL
descended 1owards the fringe of the Gibson
Desert and disappeared into the vasiness of the
outback, A decade passed before someone no-
ticed a  blackened chunk of rock lving
incongruously in the reddish dirt ar isolated
Millbillillie station, near Wiluna, Western Aus-
tralia. The fragment, although valuable to sci-
ence, was not remarkable as WA probably ranks
second only to Antarctica as a hunting ground
for such missiles. But the discovery of the
Millbillillie meteorite, as it was named, led 10
the theft of Australia’s only piece of the moon by
a fast-1alking American.

The Millbillillie meteorite landed in a shower
of fragments and, after the first were found
scientists at the Western Australian Museum
were alerted, They mounted three official ex-
peditions in the early sevenues from which
about 25.4kg of the meteorite was recovered.
But in 1988-89, collectors and meteorite dealers
got their hands on thousands more fragments of
the same “fall”, amounting to about 300kg.
They did it by hiring local people, mainly
Aborigines, to fossick for them. Among the
fragments was a tiny chip, weighing just 19g
and measuring 3cm in diameter, No-one re-
alised 1t ar the time, but this insignificant-
looking sliver of rock, which might have landed
in WA many years ago, was once a part of the
ITHHOTL,

Only 11 other lunar samples have been found
on earth, all of them ar the edges of Antarctica,
where meteorites can be scen and retrieved more
easily than anywhere else on the globe. All are
owned by the US and Japanese povernments,
which have collected more than 12,000 metcor-
ite fragments from Antarcica since 1969, The
twelfth piece of the moeon is now in the hands of
Robert Haag, a dealer from lucson, Arizona,
and it left Australia without a permit and againsi
Australian law,

Haag is reputed to have the world’s largest

Australia wound up in the hands of the Meteorite Man in Arizona.

MOONRAKER

private meteorite collection, comprising hun-
dreds of specimens found in 30 countries, He
says he might sell the lunar sample some day
and estimates it will feich $A1.3 million. ITe
says he grossed $650,000 last year selling
meteorites.

His customers are collectors and institutions
around the world, including some of Australia’s
museums, although their curaors reat the
garrulous American dealer with caution.

ne of Haag's most strident crnies in

Australia is Dr Alex Bevan. curator of

meteorites at the WA Muscum. Bevan,
a world authority on meteorites, s a co-author
of the Catalogue Of Meteonites, a scientific work
published by the Brinsh Museum of Natural
History. The book’s 1985 edition carried an
emry on the Millbillillie fall which prompred
collectors to focus on the Wiluna district.

Although Haag says he has visited Australia
three times, he did not find the moon rock
himself. He was among those dealers who hired
Aborigines to gather Millbillillic fragments, and
the lunar chip was sent 1o his Arizona home,
along with a batch of metcorite pieces. He
estimates paying just $25 w $40 for the moon
sample but says his real costs, including hiring
the searchers, amounted 10 between $65 000 and
$80,000.

Haag claims to own only about 10 Australian
specimens but he puts out a glossy brochure
termed a Freld Guide 1o meteorites in which he
writes, "I personally purchased hundreds of the
Millbillillie swones for distribution o foun-
dations, museums and collectors. 've sold a lot
of them?”

In his brochure, Haag describes how he was
sifting through some of these specimens when
he noticed one felr slightly different from the
others. Slicing off a tinv section, he recognised i1
as very similar 10 a lunar rock sample he once
had seen at the Japanese Insutuie of Polar P
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Shady methods are common among meteorite dealers, according to

Dr lm Bevan with the ?T 3 tonne “Mundrabilla’ meteorite,

<] Research, in Tokyo. He took it to Dr William Bovnoton and Dolores

Hill at the University of Arizona’s Lunar and Planetary Laboratory.
where the first lunar metcorite from Antarctica was semi for
vsis, as well as many samples wken during the Apollo moon
. They dmrmmuj \mhuul duubr rm rock’s lunar arigi

: lllIL 1nurnai \amn announcing l!u name .Almluug
Creek for the meteorite

Daolores Hill calls Haag's meteorite collection *beauntul™ and
_"\\'ondcrlut" but stops short of referring 1w him as a colleague.
Irving to find words that capture the man, she stumbles. und finally
settles for. “he’s something else” One Amcrican newspaper did a
somewhat better job of describing the
dealer, who 1s in his mid-30s, with locks
flowing below his shoulders, “Robert Haag
looks more like a rock star than a rock
collector?’ the reporter wrote

lex Bevan became aware of Haag's
moon specimen early last vear. In
: March 1991, Bevan received a fax
{rom Haag which he handed, 1ogether with
other information, to police. “No permit
was sought to export this object, or any of
the others, from Australia)’ says Bevan.
Police sav an American i buiiig investi-
gated for allegedly stcahing o Junar meteor-
ite but will not confirm whether Haag is
being investigated. )
Haag has fallen toul of the law in the
past. He admits spending six davs in un
Argentinian jail for wving w export a
37-wnne meteorite described by awthorities -
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Bevan, who was once duped into trading with Robert Haag.
e

as a natonal treasure. I couldn’t very casily say, “What rock®
because it was strapped on top of o truck” he onee said,

:\rfkcd whether he knew the export of meteorites without a
permit is illegal in Australia, the seli-stvled Meteorite Man savs:
“Who's going to do anvihing? [Us a foolish law. 1 didnt export
anvthing out of Australia, What do | have to worry about?”
Reminded of 4 1990 1rip (0 the Nullarbor Plain during which, he
claims in tus vwn brochure, he collected meteorites. he changes
tack, "1 remember saying T had a couple of metcorites in my
suileasel” he savs, adding that the customs official’s response was
uu_uch_aiam. Haag argues that dealing in these materials helps
selentists and institutions 1w gain access o them. “If anvbody's
going to make a big federal case out of it, then evervbody loses)”

The Museum of Victoria's collection manager, Dermot Henrv,
disagrees: “People like him inflate the prices. Thar why
meteorites don’t get handed over to the Western Australian or
South Australian Museums, I‘en;ﬂeﬂunk they can make # fortune
by selling them to Robert Taag!

The Museum of Victoria has bought a few common wvpes of
mueteorites from Haag but Henry savs the dealer’s pri.ces are
excessive T find it hard 10 believe there are that many wealthy
meteorite collectors out there” '

Haag says he has done business with the Australian Museum in
Sydney. but its collections manager, Ross Pogson, can find
records only of correspondence. With about 700 metcorite
samples, the Australian Museum's array is second 0 this counry
to that of the WA Museum, “Tle's u sharp dealer, 10 be treared
with caution]” savs Pogson.

Dr Allan Pring of the South Australtan Museum says, “People
like Robert Haag do a lot for meteorites but they do a lot of
darnage, as well. I's u bit of an equation but sitting here us curator
at a museum where thev're ripping off our meteorites, the
equation isn't reallv on our side”

South Australia is second to WA as the country’s meteorite
huntng ground. These also are the onlv states with laws that
claim meteorites as government property and offer rewards for
their delivery w the museums. Scientists agree that dealers seem
to pay little heed 1o such regulations, whether state or federal,

A few vears ago. Allan Langheinrich, an American dealer,
returned large portions of the 100kg Cook meteorite which was
taken from Seuth Ausiralia’s side of the Nullarbor. Tt was
braught w my attention that there were some legal problems with [

Qmeteorites in Australia, so | swpped dealing in them”

Langheinrich has a collection of about 100 meteorites from around
the world but when asked if other countries have laws against
exporting those materials, he responds. “1 don't know. That's a
good question?” Langheinrich is guarded in his opinion of Haag:
“He's a competitor and 1 won't speak badly of any competitor. We
don't do business anymore; that's all I'll :

AT the Lunar and Planetary Laboratory in Arizona, Hill says
she wasn't aware that exporting a mefteorite from Australia
without a permit was illegal. Asked if she and Bovnton were
concerned where the lunar rock came from or how 11 came into
Haag's hands, she savs: “Itis of interest mostly because, for any
meteorite, the circumstances of the fall or the find must be
recorded”” Bevan says of illicit trade m meteorites: ~'1 know a few
places, like the $Smithsonian and the British Muscum ol Natural
History. are acutely aware of what's going on and are very
sensitive to the provenance of materials”

Shady methods are common among meteorite dealers, accord-
ing to Bevan. For example, they sometimes falsely claim that
fragments were discovered very far apart, in order to get higher
prices by selling them as pieces of dilferent meteorites rather than
the same one. He was once duped into trading with Haag. The
trade was a fragment of a common Australian meteorite for a more
rare US specimen, This legitimate transaction on behall of the WA
Museum was conducted with a man in Sparks, Nevada, named
Robert Reeves, but Haag savs Reeves was making the exchange
for him “because they're afraid of the name Robert Haug, for
some reason”, Asked why, he says. “Because maybe I'm a ruthless
trader. If you don't know what you've got, I'm poing w ake
advaniage of you!”

Bevan is not surprised by this revelation. T suspected Huag
might be involved with all that but, of course. | was dealing with
this other person.”

egardless of who actually sent the moon rock out of

Australia, its loss cannot be measured m money. “Meteor

ites are scientifically extremcly important?’ AN SOV
“They are our enly direct tangible source of information about the
history of the solar system. You can learn much from astronomy,
but then you're looking at it remotely. Meteorites are actual
physical objects we can look at, analyse, interpret, and they 1ell us
about the earliest history, the birth of the planets”

The Calealong Creek meteorite was lound Lo contain a higher
concentration than any other lunar metcorite of a chemical
component called Kreep, thought to be unique 10 1he moon In
that respect. it is remarkably similar to some samples collected by
the Apollo astronauts.

The small specimen can't be dated without destroying it, but if
other lunar samples are found and their length of ume on carth is
established, that could tell how long they travelled in space, which
would be significant.

“We could determine when these things were jecied from the
moon, we could tell when they fell onto carth!” Bevan says, “and
that may help 10 tell us about a whole range of things thn
happened on the surface of the moon, and how long ago. Was
there a recent major bombardment, say, that we don't know about
which ejected a lot of this muterial?™

If there is any consolaton for Australia in losing the lunar
meteorite, it is that its presence in the desert suggests there could
be more such rocks, savs Bevan. Working alone and with a limited
budget, Bevan is responsible tor covering the 2,5 million sq km of
WA where more than half of all this country™s metcornites have
been found. Under those circumstances, he can't predict when the
next lunar sample might be unearthed.

“Ir's a great shame that. quite apart from its scientitic import-
ance, this object, in effect. has been taken away from the gaze of
Australians. It's as much a part of their heritage as anyone’s and
they've been deprived of the opportunity to see it [
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When will
Optus services
be available

A variety of communications services will be
developed progressively and launched over the
coming years,

As these services become available in your area
we will notify you,

PLANNED COMMENCEMENT
DATES ARE:
MOBILE TELEPHONE SERVICES.
Commencing mid 1992

LONG DISTANCE CALLS.

(WITHIN BUSTARLIAL

Commencing end 1992
OVERSEAS CALLS.
Commencing end 1992
OTHER SERVICES.
Commencing mid 1993
HOW DO | GET IN TOUCH
WITH OPTUS?

GENERAL ENQUIRIES.
008 555 000.

MAIN OFFICE ADDRESS:
Optus Communications Pty Limited.
54 Carrington Street, Sydney 2000.

MAIL ADDRESS:
PO Box 1512, Sydney 2001
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