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The aim of the Earth Science Club of Northern Illinois is to promote an interest in the Earth Sciences.  
In addition to the regular General Meeting, study group meetings are held monthly.  They are held by 
groups of ESCONI members interested in the studies of Archaeology, Mineralogy, Micromounts, Paleon-
tology, and the Lapidary Arts.  There are also study sessions for Junior members to help them learn more 
about the earth sciences.  From time to time field trips are arranged.  ESCONI has a fine library of books 
on the earth sciences that are available to members.   
 
We welcome the attendance of all interested persons at any or all sessions.  The schedule is printed on 
the back page (date, time and place of meeting).  Specific information is published in this bulletin.   
 
Membership is $15.00 (which includes the Bulletin) for family membership.  Dues are payable either at the 
monthly meetings of by mailing to the Membership Chair listed above.   
 
Deadline for Bulletin articles to the editor is the 3rd weekend of each month. 
 
Articles in this publication may be reprinted if full credit is given the author and The Earth Science News.  
Exchange bulletins may be mailed directly to the Editor.   
 

ESCONI website is www.esconi.org 
Webmaster is John Good 
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July/August 2007 President's Message 
  
From amateur pastime to scientific discipline, not too many clubs have come as far as ES-
CONI has in its evolution.  It clearly has been our unique combination of interest, location, 
dedication, time and talent that has made our club “noteworthy.” It has been fitting to approach 
many institutions in order to share and pass on the legacy that ESCONI has created in the 
past nearly 60 years. 
 
ESCONI shares our latest news and events via our newsletter, The Earth Science News, with 
not only our members, but also many institutions that share our interest in the earth sciences.  
On that note, we have had the great privilege to receive word from the prestigious Natural His-
tory Museum of London, one of the world’s finest and largest museums of natural history. 
 
Their letter states they “look forward to continue to receive future issues to add to their collec-
tion.”  For those of you who are unaware, the Museum’s Library and Archives hold the world's 
premier collections of literature and original drawings and manuscripts relating to natural his-
tory.  The extensive collection is international in its coverage and one of the foremost re-
sources providing world coverage of the biological and earth sciences for researchers in mo-
lecular biology, biodiversity, systematics, taxonomy and the history of science. 
 
The Library is comprised of over one million books with the oldest dating from 1469, 25,000 
periodical titles (one third current) and half a million artworks. It also has extensive map, 
manuscript and photographic collections. The Museum Archives are made up of over one mil-
lion items relating to the history and work of the Museum. 
 
The museum’s departmental collections include the botany, entomology, mineralogy, paleon-
tology, zoology and library collections containing around one million specimens of minerals, 
plants, animals and fossils.  And not unlike the evolution of our club’s talent and treasures, the 
museum’s paleontology collection dates from the 16th century to the present day; charting the 
history of geology as it developed from an ‘amateur pastime’ to a recognized scientific disci-
pline. The collections include specimens from the collections of Sir Hans Sloane, Charles Dar-
win, William Smith ('the Father of English Stratigraphy'), Gideon Mantell, Sir Charles Lyell, 
Mary Anning, and the material from the ill-fated last expedition of Captain Scott. 
 
NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM EARTH SCIENCES LIBRARY: Natural History Museum, 
Cromwell Road, London, SW7 5BD, UK;  http://www.nhm.ac.uk/research-curation/library/
earth-science-library/index.html 

 
ESCONI HOME PAGE:  http://www.esconi.org/ 

 
I hope everyone has the chance to nurture your own horizons this summer…and if you venture 
to climb over a few hills and stumble across something noteworthy don’t forget to bring it back 
for our “show and tell.”   
 

Jim Fairchild, President 
jimfairchild@comcast.net  
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E.S.C.O.N.I Junior Group 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 
 

 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 

General Meeting 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 

Mineral-Micromount 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 
  

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 

  

Paleontology 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 
 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 

Archaeology 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 

No Meeting Due to Summer Break 

ESCONI Field Trips 

 

Check the web site www.esconi.org for de-
tails for future field trips -  contact John Good 
for reservations at 630-483-2363 or ES-
CONI@hotmail.com 
 

Dupage County Fair July 25-29  

CGMA (Chicagoland Gem Mineral Asso-

ciation) Demonstration 

ESCONI members will be participating in 
lapidary, silversmithing and other hobby re-
lated activities 

                                                     JULY-AUGUST 2007 ESCONI EVENTS 

SUMMER SHOWS 
 

August 4, 2007  32nd  Upper Peninsula Gem & Mineral Show,  Ishpeming, Michigan  
August 5-11,2007  Copper Country Mineral Retreat, Houghton, Michigan  
August 25-26, 2007 Michiana Show, South Bend, Indiana 
 
Check the ESCONI web site for details, www.esconi.org 
 

          SELF-GUIDED FIELD TRIPS 
   
August 5, 2007 Field Trip to Lindberg Quarry for Kona Dolomite. Hard Hat and Goggles 
required 
August 11, 2007 Clement Mineral Museum, Marion, Kentucky— Fluorite and Fluorescent 
Mineral Collecting  
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Membership News 
 

The E.S.C.O.N.I  membership dues will increase to  $20.00 for 2008  
 

                                         
     Chicagoland (CGMA) Pictures 
 
E.S.C.O.N.I. Participated in the 31st Annual Chicagoland (CGMA) show at the Dupage County 
Fairgrounds over the 2007 Memorial Day weekend.  We will also be demonstrating at the 
Dupage County Fair from July 25 thru July 29. 
 

Kiddie Korner                                                         David Bergmann demonstrating micromounts

 CGMA Vendors                                              See us at Dupage County Fair  
                                                                                                  July 25-29                                                        
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May 11, 2007 
 

President Jim Fairchild called the meeting to order and reminded all of the Chicagoland Show 
over the Memorial Day weekend at the end of the month.  ESCONI will need lots of help to be 
sure that it runs smoothly.  Cases are still available for members to display their treasures.  
There are also copies of our new Mazon Creek Fossil books available for sale tonight.  There 
are also field trip sign up sheets.  There is a field trip to Lone Star tomorrow.that has Pennsyl-
vanian fossils.  There is a trip to Braceville next week.  The trip to St. Paul Quarry is June 16. 
 
The speaker for our June 8 meeting is Dan Behnke on microminerals of Michigan.  Archae-
ology will have a field trip to Dixon Mounds on May 26.  Minerology meets tomorrow night on 
Australia.  Paleontology will meet June 16 on Mazon Creek fauna so bring your fossils.  Jack 
Wittry then introduced our speaker for the evening, a friend of ESCONI, Tyler Keillor, whose 
technical and artistic skills are well known to many of us.  He worked at the Field Museum in 
exhibits and has now worked at the University of Chicago for Paul Sereno for about 7 years. 
 

The Reconstruction of a Transition Fish/amphibian Tiktaalik 
 
Tyler (pictured with his wife and mother and father) works as a reconstruction artist for many 
scientists and is a master at bringing past creatures to life.  Tonight he talked about a Devo-
nian fish named Tiktaalik roseae that lived about 375 MYA and was found in the Canadian Arc-
tic on Ellesmere Island.  It had lived in the Equatorial lowland long ago but now was found in 
very different surroundings.  The researchers had to heat the plaster casts to dry them before 
they would freeze.  They had to take rifles along to protect themselves from polar bears. 

 
This specimen was interesting; it had scales 
and fins like a fish, but it had bones in its 
fins like tetrapods.  The skull was detached 
like a tetrapod.  And it probably lived in the 
shallow waters.  The reconstruction was 
made of the front end of the animal be-
cause that was all that had been found, but 
this year they found the back end, Neil 
Shubin of the University of Chicago and the 
Field Museum and one of the discoverers 
wanted to announce it before it was com-
plete and asked Tyler to make the model 
before the entire animal was known.  So 

Tyler made a small model first to be sure that it would be the way that Shubin wanted it.  They 
wanted it to be coming out of the water to show it in both of its habitats – water and land.  And 
they did not have the back part of the animal so it would be hidden by part of the exhibit.   
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              GENERAL MEETING MAY 2007 (CONTINUED) 
 
He had to make the water and make it look real with waves and he had to make the fins.  So 
he looked at the coelacanth, which is another transitional animal. He also looked at the modern 
bowfin fish skull and teeth and its skull texture.  On fish, it is soft on the fish skin and you can’t 
see the teeth.  Tiktaalik had raised bumps on its skull sort of like the African bull frog and these 
bumps would come through on the skin like it does on the frog.   
 
So he started to carve the body of Tiktaalik out of foam.  Then he put epoxy putty clay over the 
foam.  For the plant that would hide the back of the fish he used lycopsid forked roots which he 
know were common then.  He needed several copies of Tiktaalik for the opening which was 
being announced simultaneously at 3 locations.  There was a debate about how bulging the 
eyes were.  Some thought they should be flat and others thought they should be bulging.  For 
coloration he looked at the bowfin and the lungfish and went with their camouflage coloration.  
He gave it a green base coat and added acrylic hobby paint and darkened it up.  With 5 minute 

epoxy he gave it a permanent glossy shine – a 
shiny alive sheen.  In total, he made 8 models with 
2 going to Nunavut where the fossil was found.  
The photo above from the Tribune shows Tyler’s 
model alongside the fossils.  Tyler then answered 
questions from the audience. 
 
To date there have been 4 or 5 specimens found 
now along with some smaller fish in the area.  
They do not know how the animal died. 
 
He has done many other reconstructions including 
many dinosaurs for Paul Sereno – Rugops, Ra-
jasaurus, Nigersaurus, etc.  He has done ‘Jane’ at 
Burpee. 
 
 

Respectfully submitted, Karen Nordquist, Recording Secretary 
 

    General Meeting June 8, 2007 
 

President Jim Fairchild called the meeting to order and mentioned that the Mazon Creek Fossil 
Plant books were available for sale.  He mentioned that the Chicagoland Show went well over 
the Memorial Day weekend and thanked those that helped – John Good, Karen Nordquist and 
Irene Broede.  The field trip to St. Paul Quarry is scheduled for June 16.  There may be a trip 
to Prairie du Chien if there are people interested in late July.  Watch the web site for possibili-
ties.  Jim also mentioned that the ESCONI dues had not changed since 1987 when they be-
came $15 a year. Because the cost of postage for our Bulletin just went way up we will be rais-
ing the dues to $20 in 2008.  When we get back from the summer we will be anxious to hear 
what everyone did over the summer with our Show and Tell meetings in the fall.  We have one 
more meeting – Mineralogy tomorrow on Greenland. 
 
There will be a Flea Market October 6 this year and we will need a work day at the warehouse 
to get the material ready.  Details will be available shortly.   
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 GENERAL MEETING JUNE 2007 (CONTINUED) 
 
Jim then introduced our speaker for the evening, long time ESCONI friend and member Dan 
Behnke.  Dan is well known for his wonderful photographs of microminerals seen in many min-
eral magazines and is photographer for Mineral Record.   
 

Iron Country Microminerals 
 

When Dan is at ESCONI you know you are going to get a won-
derful show and we certainly did.  His crystals range in size from 
a fraction of a mm to 3-4 mm so they are very small indeed.  He 
used to photograph them with a microscope but found that you 
really can’t get the depth of field with a microscope that he 
would like to get.  So now he uses a bellows for most all of his 
photos.  These minerals are from south of copper country and 
are from the iron mines of Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan.  
There are 6 areas of mining in the Upper Peninsula – soft ores, 
hard ores, conglomerates, siliceous, magnetite taconite and jas-
per ores.  80% of the mining done is open cut still.  He showed 
pictured of the minerals by state starting with Minnesota mines 
– the Cuyuna, Mesabi and Vermillion.  Some of the minerals 

were iron oxide, hematite, pyrite, siderite, and combinations with quartz. 
 
In Wisconsin the mines were Gogebic, Menominee and Marquette and the minerals included 
magnetite, rhodochrosite, hematite of all colors and shapes and others.   
 
In Michigan the mines were Marquette, Memominee and Gogobic and the minerals included 
pyrite, marcasite, calcite, marcasite, apatite, magnetite, and others again with wonderful variety 
of formations and combinations.  One of the photos won first place at the competition at the big 
Tucson Fossil Show this year.  It will be on the cover of “Rocks and Minerals” in the fall. 
 
He will also be honored by joining the Hall of Fame this fall which is a great distinction to honor 
his lifetime of work.  The meeting was adjourned for refreshments and further discussion. 

 
Respectfully submitted, Karen Nordquist, Recording Secretary 
 
 

 

 

 

 

APRIL 27, 2007 
 

President Jim Fairchild called the meeting to order.  He reported that our May General Meeting 
speaker will be Tyler Keillor and the June speaker will be Dan Behnke.  2nd Vice President 
Irene Broede reported that she had paid for the March and April meetings and for the March 
Show.  She has reserved K161 for the April, May and June meetings except for the May 11 
General meeting that will be in K107.  Recording Secretary Karen Nordquist presented the 
Board Minutes from March 23, 2007 for review.  After several corrections the amended min-
utes were approved.  Corresponding Secretary Bill Vinikour reported that he had sent out the 
letters to the Library members on our list as requested last month. 
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BOARD MEETING APRIL 2007 (CONTINUED) 
 
Treasurer John Good reported with final figures from the March Show.  He had to add the fig-
ures from the dealers’ fees which were from earlier reports and the totals showed that we did 
OK.  The report was accepted.  Jim Fairchild reported that Mazon Creek Open House may be 
in Elgin again this year.  Our Flea Market came up.  Because we have so much material, it was 
proposed that we have a flea market to get rid of it.  Because we do not want the expense of 
having it at COD, we want another location.  The Rogers have suggested their church.  John 
asked if anyone would like to chair the Flea Market and there were no volunteers.  John 
thought that if we used the Rogers church that they might also run it.  A motion was made to 
have the Flea Market in the fall and it passed. 
 
Publicity not present.  Librarian Jack Wittry has added two dozen books donated by the Jean 
Reynolds estate to the list on the weblist.  He has received the new insect book that we 
bought.  Historian Judy Dedina had nothing to report.  John Good reported on field trips with 
one this Sunday to Braidwood.  There is one to Lone Star on May 12.  The one to Braceville on 
May 19 and 20 is tentative.  The trip to St. Paul, Indiana on June 16 is finalized.  On June 2 
and 3 the Clement Museum in Kentucky has a Fluorite Show.  John reported that the May Bul-
letin was finished by Don and himself.  Circulation Chair Howard Svoboda reported that the 
May Bulletin went out April 23.  The Post Office is going to try to do better to avoid the delays 
in past mailings.  Membership was not present.  John Good reported for Chicagoland that help 
is needed. 
 
Junior Chair Joe Kubal reported that the field trip was successful with 12 people participating 
including 5 kids.  The next meeting in May will be the Illinois Geologic Time Line and in June it 
will be Sea Shells.  Earth Day went well with a couple hundred people. 
 
The meeting was adjourned. 
 
Respectfully submitted, Karen Nordquist, Recording Secretary 
 

 

Our New Plant Book Goes to Museum in New York 
 

On Thursday June 14 Irene Broede and Karen 
Nordquist presented a complimentary copy of 
our new book “The Mazon Creek Fossil Flora” 
to Niles Eldredge.  He was at the Field Museum 
to speak about Charles Darwin for the opening 
of the new Darwin exhibit there and met with 
them after his lecture.  He is very well known 
for his studies of evolution and was coauthor 
with Stephen J. Gould of the theory of punctu-
ated equilibrium.  He works at the American 
Museum of Natural History in New York City.  
He was very happy to receive the book and 
thanked ESCONI for it. 
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Paleontology  
Study Group 

Meeting 
John Good, Chairman      Date:  May 19, 2007 
 
 
The meeting was called to order by Chairman John Good.  John announced the field trip to St. 
Paul, Indiana will be on June 16, with the possibility to collect at some road cuts.  John talked 
about the Chicagoland Show on May 26 and 27, 2007, and explained that club members are 
needed to help set up on Friday May 25, and to work at the silent auction.   
 
The next Paleontology Study Group meeting will be Show and Tell on September 15. 
 

Mazon Creek Fauna 
 
Ivette Pieterick brought in an egg case, and Cinder Ridge fern and stem.  Another member 
brought a Braceville fossil worm, a polychaete worm, and a clam. 
 
Kathy Dedina brought a concretion that broke in three parts with a scallop and a leech.  She 
had a concretion with fish eggs from Pit 11.  She talked about finding a spider abdomen, some 
fish scales, the Gilpicthys, and Rhabdoderma a coelacanth. 
 
Andrew Jansen brought some polychaete worm fossils, some clams, an acorn worm, a ribbon 
worm, a fish with eyes, a concretion three baby jelly-fish, and a Myalinid bivalve.   
 
Dave Bergmann brought a large rock slab from Floraville, Paint Creek with a starfish, a blas-
toid, five different crinoids and some bryozoans that had been cleaned with an air abrasive.   
 
Diana Seymore and Bob Koziewicz showed a coprolite with paleoniscoid scales, a Cinder 
Ridge fern pinnule, another fern, a cone, and Neuropteris fern.   
 
Richard Rock showed slides of the Mazon Creek area past and present.  Some of the fossils 
shown were; a chitin, a clam Solemya, Acanthotelson a shrimp, a jellyfish with 
Strobeus snails, and a polychaete.  He showed a map of Pit 11 from Eugene Richardson, and 
some equipment used to remove the layers of overburden down to the coal layer.  In one place 
at Pit 11, the wall in the pit was 90 feet from top to bottom.  He had a slide of the old Tipple 
where the coal was washed and then loaded in railroad cars.  He showed another slide of the 
Pit 11 office near Monster Lake, and a hill on Route 53 near Godley.  The coal strip mining 
stopped in 1975 or 1976.  Richard had slides of the Francis Creek shale along the Mazon 
River, and he explained that the land on both sides of the river is privately owned.   
 
The meeting was adjourned and refreshments were served. 
 
Thanks to Irene Broede for taking notes in my absence. 
 
Respectfully submitted, Karen Nordquist, Secretary 
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Big Feathered Bird-like Dino from China – Gigantoraptor 

 
This new dinosaur was found in the 
Late Cretaceous Iren Dabasu Forma-
tion of Nei Mongol in China.  It had an 
estimated body mass of 1,400 kg (3,80 
pounds), making it very large within the 
Oviraptorosauria, a group which rarely 
exceeds 40 kg (88 pounds).  It has 
been named Gigantoraptor erlianensis 
and shows many bird-like features in 
spite of its 17 foot height.  It had a beak 
and no teeth.  It is about 8 meters (26 
ft) long and is estimated to have been 
about 11 years old when it died based 
on a study of the arrested growth lines 
of its bones.  So it had more growing to do.  Feathers were not found, but are believed to have 
been on this animal. 
(Xu et al in Nature Vol. 447 6/14/2007) 
 

A New Basal Ornithischian Found In South Africa – Eocursor 
 
This “early little runner” has been named 
Eocursor parvus and is dated to 220 MYA in 
the Triassic.  The fossil was found in 1993 but 
has only recently been studied.  It has leaf 
shaped teeth for plant eating and unusually 
large grasping hands.  The lower leg bones 
are long suggesting it could run fast to escape predators.  They have the complete pelvis in-
cluding the backward facing pubis.  This is an early relative of the Stegosaurus and Tricera-
tops.  (Butler et al in Proc. R. Soc. B; drawing by Scot Hartman)  

 
New Baby Diplodocid from Wyoming 

 
They found a nearly complete skeleton (missing the tail and the 
skull) of this juvenile sauropod in the Lower Morrison Formation Late 
Jurassic of the Howe Ranch in Bighorn Count, Wyoming.  It has un-
fused corocoid and scapula, unfused centra and neural arches in 
most vertebrae, and other indicators.  It lacks growth rings in its 
bones.  Pneumatization of the postcranial skeleton had already 
started indicating that this was early in thedevelopment of sauropods.  

It was only about 2.25 feet high at the shoulder and about 6.6 feet long.  It shows some diplo-
docid features, but at its young age they are unsure. 
(Schwartz et al in Historical Biology 19 ) 



JULY/AUGUST 2007                             EARTH SCIENCE NEWS                                    PAGE   10 

 

  
A New Enantiornithine Bird From the Gobi – Elsornis 

 
Luis Chiappe and associates have found a new species of flying 
bird in the Gobi desert that they have named Elsornis keni meaning 
‘sand bird’ and for Mr. Ken Hayashibara.  The holotype (shown at 
the left before complete preparation) is a partially articulated speci-
men from the South Gobi in Mongolia.  It is from the Late Creta-
ceous Formations.  Although it is a flying bird, several features in-
cluding the relative proportions of the forelimb and shoulder girdle 
suggest that it had limited flying abilities.   The authors believe that 
this may be an indication of evidence for secondary flightlessness 
within this group of Cretaceous birds.  Most of the other birds within 
this group are considered to be good flyers.   
(Chiappe et al in J. of Syst. Paleon. Vol 5/2 5/25/2007) 
 

Death Pose Skeletal Position Redefined 
 
The classic death pose for many dinosaurs and birds has been assumed to have been caused by 
contraction of the tendons, ligaments and muscles contorting the neck and back and tail into the 

recognizable curve as they dried out after death.  Now this is being question 
by Kevin Padian at the University of California and Cynthia Marshall Faux 
(pronounced Fox) at the Museum of the Rockies.  The drawing at the left is 
one of the Archaeopteryx fossils showing this phenomenon.  Faux did not 
believe this and tested several modern birds and mammals and found no 
movement with any of them.  So this makes it a questionable cause of so 
many of the fossils.  What else could be the cause?  Faux was a veterinar-
ian before she became a paleontologist and says that you often see this kind 
of posture in animals that have died of poisoning or animals hit by cars that 
have suffered central nervous system damage.  It is known as opisthotonus 
and is due to damage to the brain’s cerebellum.  This kind of damage can 

result from suffocation, meningitis, tetanus or poisoning, brain trauma, severe bleeding, thiamine 
deficiency or poisoning.  The posture also probably occurred while they were dying not after they 
died.  The other interesting fact they noted was that this posture has only been found in ptero-
saurs, dinosaurs, birds and mammals – all animals with high metabolic rates.  You don’t see it in 
lizards or reptiles.  This would call for a reevaluation of many fossils to see if they could be ex-
plained.  An Allosaurus fossil that also had bone lesions that suggested a bacterial infection could 
be suggestive of meningitis that could have caused an opisthotonic posture.  (Padian & Faux in 
Paleobiology) 
 

Was There a Blast 13,000 YA in North America? 
 

A new theory for the collapse of the Clovis culture was proposed at the American Geophysical Un-
ion meeting in Mexico on May 24.  Researchers proposed that an asteroid or comet exploded 
above or on the northern ice cap about 13,000 years ago causing debris that cooled temperatures 
for a millennium.  Needless to say, this will be controversial.  What is the evidence?  They say they 
have found debris – glass spherules and iridium along with black layers of carbonized material at 
25 archaeological sites, 9 of them Clovis.  Although an impact site has not been found, it could be 
that it exploded in the air or that the ice was thick enough to mask it.  Some experts are question-
ing it, but some are saying that it is an interesting idea.  This is when the huge mammoths and 
other large mammals went extinct also.  There was a lot going on.  Time will tell what happens to 
this idea.  (Dalton in Nature Vol. 447 5/17/2007) 
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New First Tree – Eospermatopteris 
 
Move over Archaeopteris – there’s a new first tree on Earth.  The actual stumps of the tree 
were found a long time ago in the 1870’s in Gilboa New York, but the rest of the tree was un-

known so little could be said about it.  
The stumps were big and Middle Devo-
nian (397-385 MYA) at 385 MYA and it 
became known as the world’s oldest for-
est.  But Archaeopteris was well known 
from the Middle Devonian (385-359 
MYA) and was the first tree.  There are 
some major differences between the two.  
The Gilboa tree has no branches until 
the very top; it has many small roots, and 
it has no leaves.  Archaeopteris has 
branches along the trunk, several large 
roots, and does have leaves.  The crown 
structure at the top of the Gilboa tree 
was also named as Wattieza in the past 
as plant parts often are before it was rec-

ognized as part of this tree.  There were two fossils found. One that gave a very good look at 
the top with some fertile parts attached and one that was an almost complete trunk with the 
roots attached.  They estimate that these trees grew to be at least 8 meters (26 ft) tall or 
higher.  It periodically shed the top branches which added to the litter below that would have 
encouraged the arthropod fauna.  However, without developing leaves to maximize its use of 
light and with a limited root system, it was not destined to survive and it is extinct as is its 
group, the Pseudosporochnates.   
(Stein et al in Nature Vol. 446 4/19/07) 
  
Karen Nordquist, Paleontology 
 

ARCHAEOLOGY NEWS 

Did a comet wipe out prehistoric Americans? 
 
The Clovis people of North America, flourishing some 
13,000 years ago, had a mastery of stone weaponry that 
stood them in good stead against the constant threat of 
large carnivores, such as American lions and giant short-
faced bears. It's unlikely, however, that they thought death 
would come from the sky. 
 
According to results presented by a team of 25 researchers 
at the American Geophysical Union meeting in Acapulco, 
Mexico, that's where the Clovis people's doom came from. Citing several lines of evidence, the 
team suggests that a wayward comet hurtled into Earth's atmosphere around 12,900 years 
ago, fractured into pieces and exploded in giant fireballs. Debris seems to have settled as far 
afield as Europe. 
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One of the team's three principal investigators,claims immense wildfires scorched North Amer-
ica in the aftermath, killing large populations of mammals and bringing an abrupt end to the 
Clovis culture. "The entire continent was on fire," he says.  Another team member says the evi-
dence lies in a narrow 12,900-year-old carbon-rich layer of sediment found at eight well-dated 
Clovis-era sites and a peppering of sediment cores across North America, as well as one site 
in Belgium.  
 
In this layer the team detected several different types of extraterrestrial debris, including nano-
diamonds that are only ever found on Earth in meteorites; tiny carbon spherules that form 
when molten droplets cool rapidly in air; and cage-like carbon molecules containing the rare 
isotope helium-3, far more abundant in the cosmos than on Earth.  
 
The team says the agent of destruction was probably a comet, since the key sediment layer 
lacks both the high nickel and iridium levels characteristic of asteroid impacts. 
 

Intense controversy 
 

The team's findings will almost certainly stir intense controversy and debate, for many geolo-
gists remain sceptical of impact hypotheses in general.  
 
"There is a tendency in this field to label any circular feature a crater," says a geomorphologist 
of the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill. But a geochemist at the University of Roches-
ter, New York, thinks the team's methods are sound, and finds the case for an extraterrestrial 
explosion convincing. "I think it is a very straightforward case of an impact."  
 
Exactly where the explosion might have occurred is uncertain, but several clues point to the 
north of the continent. Levels of the apparent extraterrestrial debris, for example, are highest at 
the Gainey archaeological site in Michigan, just beyond the southern reach of North America's 
primary ice sheet 12,900 years ago. Moreover, levels decrease the further you go from Gainey, 
suggesting that the comet blew up largely over Canada – perhaps over Ontario or the Hudson 
Bay region. 
 
However, this cosmic wallop does not seem to have left behind any obvious crater. In all prob-
ability, says a geophysicist and team member  "whatever hit us was a low-density object" that 
fragmented as it entered the atmosphere. The disintegrating pieces could then have blown up 
in a series of massive aerial explosions. Alternatively, some might have crashed into the 3-
kilometre-thick ice sheet. If the team's impact theory holds up under scrutiny it could help ex-
plain three mysterious events that coincided around 12,900 years ago.  
 

Cold spell 
 

At this key time, the climate changed abruptly in the northern hemisphere, suddenly cooling in 
a period known as the Younger Dryas. In addition, the distinctive Clovis culture seems to have 
vanished in North America, while at least 35 genera of the continent's mammals went extinct – 
including mammoths, mastodons, camels, ground sloths and horses. 
 
For years, many researchers have chalked up the onset of the Younger Dryas to a major 
change in North America's plumbing. Near the end of the last ice age, meltwater from the con-
tinent's principal ice sheet flooded into proglacial lakes in the centre of North America, and 
from there drained southward into the Mississippi River.  
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But by 12,900 years ago, the ice had retreated sufficiently from the northern Atlantic coast to 
let meltwater rush suddenly eastward. As an estimated 9500 cubic kilometres of fresh water 
poured into the Atlantic, it switched off the ocean's salinity-driven "conveyor belt" current, shut-
ting down the Gulf Stream that carries heat from the tropics to eastern North America. It was 
this that triggered the Younger Dryas cooling, say many palaeoclimate experts. 
  
However, some of the comet proponents now propose a different trigger for the cold spell. The 
massive airbursts over Canada could have destabilised the continental ice sheet, opening new 
drainage channels to the east. Additionally, dust and debris from the explosions may have 
darkened the ice, absorbing solar heat and accelerating melting 
 
The comet-strike also offers a third and radical hypothesis for the massive extinction of mam-
mals, which for years palaeontologists have blamed on the sudden Younger Dryas freeze, 
combined with the hunting prowess of newly arrived Clovis bands. In the 12,900-year-old car-
bon-rich layer at Murray Springs, Arizona, and in sediment cores taken from the Carolina Bays 
a  chemist Wendy Wolbach of DePaul University in Chicago has detected significant quantities 
of soot – a product of the intense heat of wildfires. 
 

Raging wildfires 
 

Moreover a geologist at the University of California, Santa Barbara, has detected a chemical 
signature of wildfire – polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons – in samples taken from three of the 
team's study sites. Other team members say this suggests the cometary explosions ignited 
wildfires that swept across much of southern North America, wiping out large populations of 
animals.  
 
If they are right, the cataclysm could also have devastated bands of Clovis hunters. An archae-
ologist of the University of South Carolina, Columbia, reported at the Acapulco meeting that 
there is indirect evidence of a human disaster in what is now the south-eastern US. Chert 
points fashioned in the distinctive Clovis style disappear and a new type of tool appears in the 
archaeological record: redstone points, judged on stylistic grounds to date from 12,750 years 
ago. Numbers of Clovis points outnumber redstones by 4 to 1. "If the number of points are di-
agnostic of the number of people there, which is a pretty reasonable assumption," notes the 
archaeologist, "there was at least a 70 per cent decline" in the human population in the region.  
 
Nonetheless, many researchers are likely to greet such apocalyptic scenarios with deep scepti-
cism. A palaeontologist of  the University of California, Santa Cruz, says he is intrigued by the 
new evidence of an impact, but he is far from persuaded by some of the team's sweeping 
claims. "I'm not convinced yet there were [widespread] wildfires," he says . "But if an impact 
just triggered the Younger Dryas, that in itself is a pretty big issue."     
 
 (NewScientist.com news service) 
 
 

                 The Flea Market is Coming  Up In October!!! 
Participate!!! 
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                                    St. Paul Indiana Field Trip Pictures 

Roger Sesterhenn and Barb Roder                                John and Kathy Catalani 
  
                                                         ESCONI BOOKS 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Mazon Creek Fossil Flora by Jack Wittry 
313 color pictures, 113 taxa, 145 drawings 
$65 hard covers for ESCONI Members   
$35 soft and $6 to ship 

Keys to Identify Pennsylvanian Fossil Animal 
of the Mazon Creek Area   
125 Pages, 212 Black and White Drawings 
$12.00, $5 to Ship 

Jack Wittry  
360 LRA Drive  

Aurora IL 60506  
or e-mail  jwittry@sbcglobal.net 



JULY/AUGUST 2007                             EARTH SCIENCE NEWS                                    PAGE   15 

 

Local Calendar of Events 
 

Field Museum Events 
 
Fossil Hunt at Mazon Creek 
Do you like to hunt fossils? Come with us to the world-famous Mazon Creek site, and discover 
what Illinois was like more than 300 million years ago! Plan on a one-quarter mile walk to fossil 
locations. 
- New! Purchase your tickets for this field trip on-line now! 
- For families with children ages 8 - 17. 
Saturday, August 25, 2007  8 a.m. - 3 p.m.   Cost: $40, members $30  Pre-Registration Re-
quired 
 

Burpee Museum Events 
 
Family Fossil Field Trip – Trask Bridge Quarry Saturday, August 18 1-4pm   
Enjoy an afternoon hunting for fossils in a local quarry with Burpee Museum paleontologists.  
Keep what you find!  All ages and skill levels welcome.  Pre-registration is required, call 965-
3433 to register.  Members: $5 per person, Public: $10 per person. 
 
Lizzadro Museum Events 
 
August 4 “Soapstone Carving I & II” 
Lapidary, Lorel Abrell teaches participants how to successfully carve soapstone. Simple tools 
and techniques are used in carving this soft and inexpensive material.  Learn the basics from 
blocking out a design to final polish. 
- All materials are provided. 
Classes I & II are simultaneous - 90 min. - 10 a.m. 
I for beginners and suggested for ages 9 to 12 yrs. 
II for intermediate level or ages 11 to adult. 
Fee: $9.00 per person, Museum Members $6.00 
Reservations Required: (630) 833-1616 
 
August 18 “Stone Hunt” 
This hands-on activity allows children and adults to search for gemstones and mineral speci-
mens among more common rocks and minerals. Learn the difference between rocks and min-
erals and how to distinguish between them. Each rock or mineral found is identified and can be 
taken home. 
Activity - Ages 5 yrs. to Adult - 45 min. - 2 p.m. 
$3.00 per person, Museum Members Free 
Reservations Recommended 
 
September 8 “A Work Of Art From An Agate”  
German artist Helmut Wolf shows the process 
of taking a rough agate and creating a beautiful bowl.  Go inside his studio to see how gem-
stone bowls are created using modern equipment and polishing methods. 
- Several of Helmut Wolf’s bowls are on permanent display at the Museum. 
DVD - Youth to Adult, 30 minutes - 2 p.m. 
Regular Museum Admission 
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E.S.C.O.N.I  

Membership Directory 
 

 
Included in our July-August issue is a list of current members with phone numbers and 
addresses.  This information will not be included with the issues sent to libraries, muse-
ums and other clubs.   This information also will not be put on the PDF version on the 
web site. 

 
Please email to me any updates or corrections of your information.  I’m especially inter-
ested in email addresses and phone numbers, particularly those who have obtained 
email after they became members.  
 
  
                                     Eileen Mizerk, Membership 
                                     2094 Windward Lane 
                                     Hanover Park  IL  60133-6183 
                                    (630) 289-7736 
                                     emizerk@comcast.net 
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2007 ESCONI CALENDAR 

Revised 12/15/06 

Dates are subject to change: see Bulletin.  
 
College of DuPage (COD) Building K, Room #161 for most meetings. 
 
Flea Market with Silent and Live Auction October 6 
 
No scheduled meetings for Lapidary; contact Don Cronauer for information.  
(Lapidary meets Room #162, Arts Center) 
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