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Introduction to North Dakota Prehistoric Life

The history of hife in North Dakota is s fascinating story  That history 1s bemg deciphered
through the study ol fossils. the remains of plants and animals buried in Carth Fossils indicate
the kinds ol plants and ammals that habited North Dakota at diflerent tmes i the geologic
past and  document the propression of hife through time. They also provide information about
North Dakota's past climates and environments Fossils ol all the animals illustrated on the other
side of this page have been found m North Dakota approaimately where shown on the geologie
map. The following are highlights of North Dakota's prehistonie life story,

The oldest rocks eaposed m North Dakota are about 90 milfion years old. rom about 90
mithon years ago until about 70 mullion years ago North Dakota was covered by shallow, warm
oceans that connected the Gulf of Mexico to the Arctic Ocean. The fossthzed remains of (he
ammals that lived in these oceans mclude marme reptiles (mosasaurs. plesiosaurs, urtles),
sharks, rays, ratfish, and other fish; and mvertebrates meluding squids, erabs, snails, clams, and
cephalopods. These fossils are entombed in sediments, now turned into rock . that accumulated
at the bottom of the oceans. By about 65 million years ago these oceans receded and a huge
delta developed in western Nonh Dakota This delta provided habitats for dinosaurs. including
Tuceratops and Tivannosaurus rex. rodent=size mammals, freshwater snails and clams, ond
exotic planis. Their vemains are found v the Hell Creek Formation The last ocean, named the
Cannonball Sea, to cover parls of North Dakota dwappeared about 60 million years ago Sharks.
stingrays. ratfish. other fish and inveriebrates, ncluding lobsters. crabs. snarls, and clams lived
i that ocean. Fossils of these ammals have been recovered [rom the Cannonball Formation.
North Dakota's stale fossil, Tercdo-bored petnfied wood, which was driltwood bored into by
shipworms floating along the shore of the Cannonball Sca.is also Tound m these rocks

Huge swamps occupicd western North Dakota from about 60 million 1o 50 mulhon years ago
when North Dakota's climate was subtropical, similar 1o Florida's climate today. Dawn redwood,
bald cypress, Gmkgo, Magnolia, palm and many other exotic plants grew i these swampy
lowlands and formed extensive forests. The swamps were mhabited by crocodiles, ailigators,
wnles, mammals, clams, and snails. The Bullion Creeh and Sentinel Butte Formations contain
fosstls of these plants and animals. By about 35 million ycars ago these swamplands gave way
10 savanna habitats as a result of climate cooling and drying. These savannas were inhabited by
ancestral horses. camels, rhinoceroses, sheep-hke mammals, rodents, rabbits, giant pigs,
ancestral dogs. and sabertooth cat-like mammals. Therr remains are found in the Chadron and
Brule Formations.  Climate coolmg continued and culmmated in the Great lee Age that began
about 1.6 miJlion years ago.  Woolly mammoths, mastodons. guint bison, ground sloths, and
horses mhabited the steppes and spruce-aspen forests that existed in Novth Dakota m front of the
continental glaciers  Cold-adapted mscets and moflusks hved m the ponds. The grasstand
habitats that exist today n North Dakota were established by about 4000 vears ago as a result of
chimate drying and warmmg, and the kinds of ammals and plants that exist today i North
Dakota became estabhshed al about that tme

North Dakota

EPOCH

o

QUATERNARY| PERIOD

Eocene |Oligocene

TERTIARY

Paleocene

CRETACEOUS

Stratigraphy

LULAN
oLusm

ROCK LN
Ouhe

Coleharbor

Unnamed .

Arikaree

| Plephant-like mammal ¢ Inehelodiny
Beaver (Palacocastor)

Brule

. Sowth Heart
Chadeon o B — Rlunoceros-hke mammal (Bronsops )
Golden  Camels Bone
Voly  Chewpe — Hippapotamus-like mammal (Cor phodon)

Sentinel

Burte

Champsosa (Champsoscirusy
Bem-like mammal (7iranode vy
Lemur-like mammal (Plesiudapin)
Crovodile (Borcatosi hius)
Soll-shelled turtle (Plastomeny)
Multitubereulae ¢/ lodny )

Bullion
Creek

Cannonball — Shark (Oclontespis)

r——
udlow

Hell Creek

vox Hille Rattish (Ive s odus)
Ray (AMvledaphus)
Salmon-like Osh (Frcliodin)

Pierte

Niobrara

Carlile

5=

- Carbonate

- Silistone

- Mudstone

@ - Caleareous Shale E « ClaystonerShale
- Sandsionc [F3d - sand & Gravel
E - Lignite B

Prehistoric Life Images
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