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Millions of years ago, when oil was 
swimming and walking around the Bak-
ken in life form, the state was an entirely 
different place, according to paleontolo-
gist Amanda Person of Beaver Creek 
Archaeology. I recently sat down with 

the paleontologist to get a better un-
derstanding of what is below the earth’s 
surface.

“Archaeologists work with anything 
cultural, anything having to do with hu-
man habitation,” Person said. “Paleon-
tologists deal with everything before hu-
mans came on the scene — all life before 
humans.”

As a paleontologist for Beaver Creek 
Archaeology, Person works very closely 
with Native American Tribes, public 
land management organizations and oil 
companies during the oil and gas extrac-
tion process. 

“So essentially when an oil company 
wants to put in a drill pad or an access 
road or a fl ow line we are one of the fi rst 
people to come in,” Person said. “Ar-
chaeologists do cultural resource sur-
veys, where we walk the grounds. Walk 
across the well pad and look for cultural 
resources.”

Person said if any are discovered they 
work with company to move the pad and 
mitigate a new location. Person contin-
ued by noting in North Dakota stone 
and rock grave sites are common.

“In North Dakota there are a lot of 
stone features,” Person said. “Stone rings, 
stone cairns — a lot of them are sacred 
sites and that’s something we just can’t 
move. So we will move the pad.”

Person said the oil companies are co-
operative and amicable when site reloca-
tion occurs for a variety of reasons. 

“Usually the site only gets moved a 
couple hundred feet,” Person said. “They 
(oil companies) can move the well pad 
with very little problem because no con-
struction has begun at this time.”

When asked whether she is friend or 
foe to the oil or construction industry, 
Person wasn’t sure how she and her col-
leagues are perceived. 

“You know, I don’t know,” Person 
said. “Companies have to jump through 
a lot of hoops. And as part of the permit-
ting process, the 106 Compliance is what 
we work on, which is a Federal Law. And 
the survey has to be done for culture re-
sources.”

Person transitioned into two key chief 
concerns of her industry’s role during 
the oil extraction process. 

“We have two main concerns that are 
equally weighted,” Person said. “One is 
to work with the oil companies to get 
them into their project and also to pre-
serve any culture resources. Our motto is 
‘where progress meets preservation.’”

Person said the most common fi nd-
ings in the state are stone features of all 
kinds.

“We have stone rings. They used to 
be called teepee rings, some are stone 
circles,” Person said. 

Person added they are not completely 
sure if the stone arrangements are sacred 
sites, or if it was where people used to 
live, leaving a campsite behind. Other 
stone features found are stone cairns 
which could be a grave site or used as a 
directional tool. 

Some of the 
stone features are 
diffi cult to see due 
to tall prairie grass-
es and other natural 
changes time has 
brought, but others 
are a little more ob-
vious. 

“There are some 
sites, especially 
in North Dakota 
where you can stand 
on a hilltop and see 
twenty stone cir-
cles,” Person said. 
“You would know 
that is not a natural 
outcrop of rock. If 
you saw something 
like that you would 
know that is some-
thing cultural.”

When asked what the most unusual 
fi nd in her career thus far, Person cited a 
time when she dug for the North Dakota 
Geological Society. 

“I spent fi ve years working on a dino-
saur that has preserved skin, so techni-
cally a dinosaur mummy,” Person said. 
“It was a natural mummy, of course, and 
it was found in Marmarth, which is in 
the Southwestern part of the state.”

Person said a fi nd with preserved skin 
is very rare and is one of six in the world. 
One is on display at the American Mu-
seum in New York City. The mummifi ed 
dinosaur is expected to be on display this 
spring at the new expansion area in the 
Bismarck Heritage Center. 

“It is quite a large fossil, it is several 
tons so there is much space needed to 
display it,” Person said.

There are many theories on what 
preserved the skin on the dinosaur and 
many people researching the reasons. 
One theory Person cited is arsenic. 

“One of the things I think is interest-
ing is arsenic is a preservative, and there 
is a lot of arsenic in the groundwater 
near Marmarth,” Person said. “But we 
don’t know if that was the case when this 
dinosaur died or not.” 

Person said there was no evidence of 
degradation or rot and most of the rock 
found around the skin was a small sand-
stone of the same size. Evidence that the 
leading theory is a quick event — like a 
fl ash fl ood or breaking bend in a river 
— engulfed and covered the dinosaur 
instantly preserving and protecting from 
scavengers.

“It’s just perfect 
skin,” Person said. 
“It’s since been re-
placed by minerals 
so it is now rock.”

Dinosaurs receive 
most of the head-
lines when dealing 
with historical non-
humans. However, 
according to Person, 
another prehistoric 
animal is dominant 
in North Dakota 
and the Bakken.

“We have a lot 
more invertebrates, 
especially in the 
Bakken,” Person 
said, “like clams and 
those sort of inverte-
brates more so. But 

we do have dinosaurs in North Dakota.” 
Long before the glaciers and Lake 

Agassiz cleansed and carved North Da-
kota, dinosaurs roamed the planet and 
the Peace Garden State was covered by 
a different body of water according to 
Person. 

“During the Cretaceous time, when 
dinosaurs were here, North Dakota was 
covered by an inland sea called the Cre-
taceous Western Interior Seaway,” Person 

said. “So we have a lot of fi sh fossils, a lot 
of Mosasaurs, which were large marine 
reptiles.”

Person noted that a common misun-
derstanding is that Mosasaurs are dino-
saurs — which they are not — however 
they lived during the same time period 
in the planet’s history.

Person continued saying there are 
many other fossils in the state from in-
vertebrates to sea turtles, and most of 
those aquatic fossils are found in the 
Eastern part of the state because the west 
was not covered by the seaway. 

“So east and west has a lot of different 
fossils,” Person said. 

One animal that has been able to mas-
ter the skills of long-term survival are 
sharks. Sharks have been swimming the 
Earth’s waters since the Devonians time 
period, according to Person. The North 
Dakota Geological Survey says shark 
teeth fossils, sea turtles, clams and other 
aquatic invertebrates have been found in 
the Niobrara in the Rendezvous Region, 
estimated to be 84 million years old.

When asked about the Tyler Forma-
tion, Person said she isn’t aware of the 
latest oil extraction news, but was famil-
iar with the fossil digs in the Black Hills. 

“In the Black Hills there is a lot of the 
Morrison Formation,” Person said. “I’ve 
worked on several digs in South Dakota 
where dinosaur bones were found in the 
Morrison Formation.”

For those interested in taking part 
in a dig this summer, the North Dakota 
Geological Survey’s paleontology de-
partment has fi nalized their dates and 
locations of the 2014 public fossil digs. 

Dates and locations:
— July 14-20, Whiskey Creek
— July 22-24, Bismarck
— July 26-Aug. 2, Marmarth
— Aug. 11-17, Medora
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Jason Spiess is a multi-media journal-
ist and host of Building the Bakken Radio. 
Building the Bakken Radio can be heard in 
Bismarck on SuperTalk KLXX 1270AM on 
Sundays at 10am CT. To see if your listen-
ing area carries the radio program or see 
the entire Building the Bakken Media Net-
work, visit www.buildingthebakken.com. 
Spiess can be contacted at jason@build-
ingthebakken.com.

BAKKEN NEWS

JASON SPIESS
For Bakken Breakout 

Weekly

The spineless, the sharks and the 
dinosaurs of the Bakken


