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Introduction to North Dakota Prehistoric Life

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 animals buned m the Larth. Fossils
indicate the kinds of plants and animals that inhabited North Dakota at different times in the
geologic past and document the progression of life through time  They also provide
inforiation about North Dakola's past climates and environments. Fossils of all the animals
illustrated on the other side of this page have been found in North Dakota approximately where
shown on the geologic map The following are  highlights of North Dakota's prehistoric lifc
story.

The oldest rocks exposed in North Dakota are aboul 90 million years old. From about 90
mithon years ago until about 70 milhon years ago North Dakota was covered by shallow, warm
oceans that connected the Gulf of Mexico 1o the Arctic Ocean. The fossilized remains of the
animals that hved in fhese oceans include marine repliles (imosasaurs, plesiosaurs, turtles);
sharks, rays, ratfish, and other fish; and invertebrates including squids, crabs, snails, clams, and
cephalopods. These fossils are entombed in sediments, now turned nto rock, that accumulated
at the bottom of the oceans. By aboul 65 million years ago these oceans receded and a huge
delta developed in western North Dakota This delta provided  habitats for dinosaurs, including
Triceratops and Tyrannosaurus rex, rodent-size mammals, freshwaler snails and clams, and
exotic plants. Their remains arc found in the Hell Creek Formation. The last ocean, named the
Cannonball Sea, 1o cover parts of North Dakota disappeared by aboul 60 million years ago.
Sharks, stingrays, vatfish, other fish and invertebrates, mcluding lobslers, crabs, snails, and
clams lived 1o that occan. Fossils of these ammals have been recovered from the Cannonbal
Formation. North Dakota's staic fossil, Teredo-bored petrified wood, which was drifiwood
bored into by shipworms floating along the shore of the Cannonbal! Sea, is also found m these
rocks.

Huge swamps occupied western North Dakota from about 60 million o SO milhon yeass ago
when North Dakola's climate was subtropical, similar to Florida's chmate today Dawn redwood,
bald cypress, Ginkgo, Mugnolia, palm and many other exotic plants grew in (hese swampy
lowlands and formed cxtensive forests  The swamps were inhabited by crocodiles, alligators,
turtles. mammals, clams, and snails. The Bulhon Creek and Sentine]l Butie Formations contain
fossils of these plants and animals. By about 35 mallion years ago these swamplands gave way
1o savanna habuats as a result of climate cooling and drying  These savannas were inhabited by
ancestral horses, camcls, rhinoceroses, sheep-hke mammals, rodents, rabbits, giant pigs,
ancestral dogs, and saber-tooth cats, Their remains are found in the Chadron and Brule
Formations. Climale coohing continued and culminated in the Great lee Age that began about
1.6 million years ago. Woolly mammoths, mastodons, giant bison, ground sloths, and horscs
inhabited the steppes and spruce-aspen forests that existed wn North Dakola in front of the
continental glaciers. Cold-adapted insects and mollusks lived n the ponds The grassland
habitats (hat exist today in North Dakota became cstablished by about 4,000 years ago as a resull
ol climate drying and wanming, and the kinds of animals and plants that exist 1oday m Nonh
Dakota became established at about that time.

AOES
MILLIONS OF
YEARS AGO
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Prehistoric Life Images

Amencan mastodon ( Mammat)
Woolly mammoth (Mammithie)
Grant lce Age bison (Bison)
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Rabbil (Palacolagus)

Sheep-like mammal (Merycotdodaon)
Camel (Pochrotherium)
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Marsupial mammal (Alphadin)
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Plesiosaur (Flasmoxaurus)
Tarpon-hke fish (Xiphactims )
Flightless sca bird (Hesperoraws)
Grant squid (Trsoreuthy )
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