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Introduction to North Dakota Prehistoric Life North Dakota Stratigraphy Prehistoric Life Images 

The history of life in North Dakota is a fascinating slory. That history is being deciphered 
through the study of fossils, the remains of plants and anima.ls buned In the Earth. FOSSIls 
indicate the kinds of plants and animals thai in.habitcd North Dakoul at different times in the 
geologic pas I and document the progression of life through lime They also provide 
infonnallon about North Dakota's past climates and environments. Fossils of all the animals 
illustrated on the other side of thi, page havc been lound m Norlh Dakota approximately where 
shown on the geologic map The followlllg are highlights of Norlh Dakota's prehistoric life 
slory. 

The oldest roeh exposed io North Dakota ,lre abl)ul 90 million years l)ld. From about 90 
million years ago ontil ahout 70 millIon years ago North Dakota wa,s covered by shallow, wann 
oceans thai connected lhe Gulf (I[ MeXICO 10 the ArClle Ocean. The fossili7.cd remains of the 
animals thai lived in Ihese oceans include manne repliles (mosasaurs, pleSiosaurs, turtlcs); 
sharks, rays, ratfish, and olhel fish; and invertebrates Including squids, crabs, snails, clams, and 
cephalopods. These fossil~ are enlonlbed in sediments, now turned into rock, that accumulated 
at Ihe hOllom of the oceans. By ahout 65 million years ngo these oceans receded and a huge 
delta developed in weslern North Dakota Th.s delta provided habik\ts for dino,aurs, inelud10g 
Tricem/op.v and 7j'1'l1ll110.WlUrtl~· rC'x. rodent-size mammals, freshwater snails and clams, and 
exotic plant,. Their remains arc f(lUnd in the Hell Creek Fonnation. The last ocean, namcd the 
Cannonball Sea, to cover pariS of Nl)rth Dakola disappeared by ahoul 60 million years ngo. 
Sharks. stingrayS, rattish, other fish and inveltebrates, Including lohslers, cr<1bs, snails, and 
clams livcd in tbat ocean. Fossils of these animHls have been recovered from lhe CannonbHll 
Fonnalion. North Dakota's stale Ii>ssil, Teredo-bored pctrified wood, which was driflwood 
bored into by shipworms float1Og along the ,hore of the Cannonball Sea, is also found 10 these 
rocks. 

Huge swamps occupied western North Dakota from about 60 million 10 50 mIllion years ago 
when North Dakota's c1imale was suhlropieal, similar Iu Florida's chmate loday Dawn redwood, 
haloJ cypress, C;nk};lJ, Ml/};nolw, palm and many other exotic planl's grew in Ihese swampy 
lowlands and f(mned extensive forests nle swamps were inhabIted by <:rocodi1es, alligators, 
turtles. mammals, clams, and snails. The Bullion Creek and Sentinel Bulle Formations conlain 
fossil> of these plants and animals. By about 35 mIllion years ago these swamplands gave way 
to savanna habitats as a result of climate cooling and drying These savannas were inhabited by 
ancestral h(mes, camels, rhinoceroses, sheep-like mammals, rodents, rabbits, giant pigs, 
ancestral dogs, and saber-toolh <:ats. Their remain, are found in Ihe Chadron and Brule 
Formalions. CI,male covlll1g continued and culmillutcd in lhe Grc,l( Icc Age that began aboul 
1.6 million years ago. Woolly mammoths. mastodons, glilnl bison, ground Slulh,. and horses 
Inhabited the ,leppes and spruce-aspen forcsts lhal existed In North Dakola in frolll of the 
continenlal gillcier,. Cold-adapted insects ami mollusk> lived 10 the ponds The grassland 
habitats Ihat exiS1 today in NOlth Dakota became eSlablished by about 4.000 year~ ago as a result 
of c1.mate dryIng and warming, and the kinds of ~nirnals and plams that eXIst today m North 
Dakola became cslabli,hcd al about Ihat time. 
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