
fossil@flmnh.ufl.edu    myfossil.org    @projectfossil    The FossilProject

FOSSIL Project Updates
by Bruce MacFadden & Eleanor Gardner

Recent Activities
The FOSSIL Project collaborated with the Dallas Paleontological Society (DPS) and 
held a successful two-day mini conference on October 12 -13, 2015 prior to the 
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology (SVP) meeting. The mini conference included a 
tour of the paleontology collections at Southern Methodist University; informative 
talks; a town-hall style forum with presentations by Dr. Scott Foss (Bureau of Land 
Management Senior Paleontologist), Linda McCall (North Carolina Fossil Club 
President), and Cynthia Crane (Aurora Fossil Museum Director); a well-attended and 
inspiring keynote talk on bird origins by Dr. Paul Sereno of the University of Chicago; 
and a day-long field trip to fossil localities in the greater Dallas area. We thank Rocky 
Manning, Lee Higginbotham, and the other members of the host/planning committee 
for an excellent time. After the mini conference, many of us then attended the SVP 
meeting in downtown Dallas, which included more than 1,000 professional and 
amateur paleontologists as well as students from the U.S. and around the world.

                        
                                                                            Jacksboro Field Site (DPS Trip)

                                                                                 Mineral Wells (DPS Trip)
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Immediately after the Dallas mini conference, Lisa Lundgren, a PhD student in Science Education at the University of 
Florida and the FOSSIL Project’s social media manager, presented research at the e-Learn international conference in 
Kona, Hawaii. The annual e-Learn conference features research from the fields of government, health care, and higher 
education. Lisa presented two papers on FOSSIL Project-related research (see Products section below). The first paper 
was an explanation of how we created the myFOSSIL community website. The second paper was an exploration of 
a newly developed framework for understanding peoples’ “mental models” of social media. Lisa reported that the 
conference was a great opportunity to see new research presentations and make connections with researchers from 
around the world

In early November, the FOSSIL Project hosted an exhibit booth at the annual Geological Society of America (GSA) 
meeting in Baltimore, which was attended by more than 5,000 geologists, paleontologists, students, and educators. 
Our booth showcased the new myFOSSIL community website and our partnerships with local fossil clubs – in 
this case, the Calvert Marine Museum Fossil Club. Thanks go out to Dr. Stephen Godfrey (museum curator) and, in 
particular, Mike Ellwood (club president) for engaging visitors with fossils from the famous Calvert Cliffs locality. It was 
great to interact with so many interesting professionals, students, and amateurs at our booth – and we hope they all 
will become members of the myFOSSIL community!

                                                                                         Ronny Leder & Mike Ellwood at our GSA booth

During the meeting’s technical sessions of presentations, Bruce MacFadden and Lisa Lundgren spoke, respectively, 
about the FOSSIL Project’s role in fossil data digitization and using social media as a tool to measure FOSSIL 
community engagement. Victor Perez also gave a talk related to his paleontological research on sharks from Panama, 
and Ronny Leder presented a poster on the interaction between the FOSSIL Project and the iDigBio Project. Other 
individuals affiliated with the FOSSIL Project, including Dr. Benjamin Dattilo (professional paleontologist and Dry 
Dredgers member) and Linda McCall (president of the North Carolina Fossil Club) gave talks at the meeting as well.

Later in November, Bruce MacFadden visited the vertebrate paleontology collections at the U.S. National Museum, 
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. He had the opportunity to talk with David Bohaska and study the rare 
fossil mammals from the early Miocene Belgrade Quarry in eastern North Carolina. These land mammals fill a gap in 
our knowledge from a very interesting region between what is known of fossils from similar age in Delaware and the 
well-known Thomas Farm quarry in Florida.
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Fossil land mammals from Belgrade, NC, in the Smithsonian Collections. These include rodents (upper left, center left), giant pig-
like species (upper right), tiny horse (right, center), small deer-like species (lower left), and tiny carnivore (lower right) 

For more discussion, or to contribute to the myFOSSIL forum on Belgrade fossils, see http://community.myfossil.org/
forums/forum/belgrade-quarry-north-carolina/

Also in November, Eleanor Gardner presented a talk entitled “Preservation Bias in the Avian Fossil Record: A 
Taphonomic Viewpoint” at the Fossil Club of Lee County in Fort Myers, FL. The talk was very well attended and lots of 
great questions were asked by club members. Eleanor and Lisa Lundgren hosted a fossil activity table at the Florida 
Museum of Natural History’s “She’s A Scientist” Girl Scout exploration event; scouts completed three requirements 
toward earning an earth-science-related badge. Additionally in November, the FOSSIL Project helped sponsor a 
talk by Dr. Sandra Carlson (University of California-Davis) at the monthly meeting of the Friends of the University of 
Michigan Museum of Paleontology in Ann Arbor, MI. Back in October, Victor Perez gave a research talk at the Florida 
Fossil Hunters’ monthly meeting in Orlando; while Ronny Leder traveled to Rochester, NY, to meet with the Rochester 
Academy of Science Fossil Section group. If you’d like a FOSSIL team member or other speaker to visit your club or 
society, please contact the FOSSIL Project Coordinator, Eleanor Gardner, at fossil@flmnh.ufl.edu.

myFOSSIL Launch
After more than a year and a half of development and testing, we launched the myFOSSIL website during the Dallas 
mini conference in October. The website is intended to be the go-to place for social paleontology and offers many 
opportunities to connect to friends, upload fossil images and associated data, explore and add to a calendar of 
events, participate in discussion forums (including the “What Is It?” fossil ID forum), and access resources. Since the 
launch, we have steadily increased the number of users; we now have over 120 members, which represents more than 
a doubling since the launch. 

We are excited that, in addition to members of fossil clubs and professional paleontologists, we have started to see 
others visit the myFOSSIL community and participate, including students, independent amateurs (i.e., not affiliated 
with a society or club), and K-12 teachers. 

To sign up, please complete the registration form and survey at http://community.myfossil.org. 

Submit your registration materials and you will receive your log-in information within 24 hours. You are then ready to 
start using the site!

http://community.myfossil.org/forums/forum/belgrade-quarry-north-carolina/ 
http://community.myfossil.org/forums/forum/belgrade-quarry-north-carolina/ 
http://www.fcolc.com/
http://floridafossilhunters.com/
http://floridafossilhunters.com/
mailto:fossil%40flmnh.ufl.edu?subject=FOSSIL%20Speaker%20Request
http://community.myfossil.org
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                                                                                                       myFOSSIL landing page

We also thank the many participants who provded feedback during the testing phase that helped us streamline and 
optimize the usability of myFOSSIL. If you want to understand the pulse of the amateur and professional interactions 
on a national level, we hope that you will join in the discussions and activities promoted on myFOSSIL. We are 
excited about the success of myFOSSIL so far and look forward with optimism to seeing its growth and ability to 
serve interested audiences. As the FOSSIL Project continues to mature, we envision an increasing emphasis on the 
myFOSSIL web site to sustain the community of social paleontologists that we have built together.

PaleoBlitz
The FOSSIL Project is happy to announce its first PaleoBlitz! A PaleoBlitz, similar to a BioBlitz, is an intense period of 
paleontological survey conducted by citizen scientists. This pilot PaleoBlitz is intended to engage amateur 
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paleontologists in the entire fossil collection process – from first finding a fossil, to field documentation, to museum 
curatorial work. The organizers, FOSSIL Project postdoc Dr. Ronny Leder and UF PhD student Victor Perez, hope that 
this event will be beneficial to the amateur paleontological community by promoting best practices in fossil collection 
and curation.

The PaleoBlitz is tentatively planned for February 19-21, 2016. Currently, we are in the announcement and 
recruitment phase. Fossil clubs/societies should nominate up to three participants. Each nominee will be asked to 
complete a survey on their background in paleontology and experience with professional collections. Preference will 
be given to nominees who have not previously participated in a FOSSIL-sponsored event. Twelve participants will be 
chosen for this pilot program.

During the PaleoBlitz weekend, participants will start by collecting fossils, such as shark teeth, in Gainesville-
area creeks. Then, the Blitz will move to the FLMNH laboratories where participants will learn how to prepare 
and document the fossils they found. We hope that we can use the results from this pilot program, coupled with 
participant feedback, to improve and implement other such events in the future.

For more information or to submit nominations, please contact the FOSSIL Project Coordinator, Eleanor Gardner, at 
fossil@flmnh.ufl.edu.

Other events

March 12, Watsonville, California

Along with the Santa Cruz County Museum of Natural History and Seacliff State Park, Bruce MacFadden of the 
FOSSIL Project will host a display table of local fossils at the annual Santa Cruz County Science & Engineering Fair on 
Saturday, March 12, 2016. This will be an opportunity to promote the science of paleontology to approximately one 
thousand visitors who will be attending this event.

Bruce is looking for 2-3 local California fossil club volunteers to aid with this event. If you are interested in helping staff 
the display table and talk to children and families about fossils, please contact Bruce MacFadden on the myFOSSIL 
website at @bmacfadden or email him at bmacfadd@flmnh.ufl.edu.

March 31 to April 1, Columbia, South Carolina

There will be a special theme session at the 2016 Southeastern Geological Society of America regional meeting 
taking place March 31 – April 1 in Columbia, SC. The theme session is entitled “Synergistic Paleontology: The FOSSIL 
Project and Amateur Contributions to the Field.” The session’s co-chairs include Linda McCall of the North Carolina 
Fossil Club, Chuck Ferrara of the Southwest Florida Fossil Society, as well as Bruce, Eleanor, and Lisa of the FOSSIL 
Project. For this session, we have invited both amateurs and professionals to give oral or poster presentations on 
their research and/or outreach endeavors. Other theme sessions at this meeting which may be of interest are: “Fossil 
Vertebrates of the Southeastern United States” and “Evolution Teaching Practices and Data-Rich Research.” For more 
information about the meeting, please contact the FOSSIL Project Coordinator, Eleanor Gardner, at fossil@flmnh.ufl.
edu.

June 3 to 5, Cincinnati, Ohio

The FOSSIL Project is partnering with the Cincinnati Dry Dredgers, the oldest continuously-operating fossil 
club in North America, to host a mini conference in Cincinnati, OH, during the weekend of June 3-5, 2016. This 
mini conference will include two days of local field trips, a keynote talk by Dr. Tony Martin of Emory University, 
presentations by both professionals and amateurs, a poster session, and social events. Your input for this mini 
conference is welcomed; please e-mail fossil@flmnh.ufl.edu with ideas.
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Online webinars, dates to be determined
We are planning at least two online, real-time webinars for the myFOSSIL community during 2016. Topics for the 
webinars will include: general field note taking (led by Bruce MacFadden) and fossil photography 101 (led by Ronny 
Leder). More webinars are being planned. We will send out announcements as soon as dates are finalized.

For more information on these and other activities, please check the  myFOSSIL Events calendar.

Products
The FOSSIL team recently published two articles in the peer-reviewed literature on using social media in informal 
education (see full citations below). For a complete list of presentations and publications by the entire FOSSIL 
community – both by team members and affiliated amateurs – please explore the list on our website: 
http://community.myfossil.org/publications/

Crippen, K., Dunckel, B., MacFadden, B., Ellis, S. & Lundgren, L. (2015). A Framework for Social Paleontology via an 
Online Community Space. In Proceedings of E-Learn: World Conference on E-Learning in Corporate, Government, 
Healthcare, and Higher Education 2015 (pp. 305-311). Chesapeake, VA: Association for the Advancement of Computing 
in Education (AACE). http://www.editlib.org/p/161799/

Lundgren, L. & Crippen, K. (2015). Designing for Social Paleontology: An Exploratory Study of Citizen Mental Models. 
In Proceedings of E-Learn: World Conference on E-Learning in Corporate, Government, Healthcare, and Higher 
Education 2015 (pp. 849-858). Chesapeake, VA: Association for the Advancement of Computing in Education (AACE). 
http://www.editlib.org/p/161814/

http://community.myfossil.org/events/
http://community.myfossil.org/publications/ 
http://www.editlib.org/p/161799/
http://www.editlib.org/p/161814/
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FEATURED PROFESSIONAL: DENA M. SMITH

OP-ED: Creating a National Amateur/Avocational Fossil Organization Association

Editor’s note: This issue, Eleanor Gardner posed questions to Dr. Dena Smith. Dena is Curator of Invertebrate Paleontology 
and Associate Professor of Geological Sciences at the University of Colorado in Boulder. She is also Executive Director of 
STEPPE and the Principal Investigator of the Fossil Insect Collaborative, two NSF-funded projects.

Your research focuses on the evolution and ecology of ancient insects. 
Were you a huge fan of insects as a child? Were they your entry point 
into the field?

I actually didn’t really learn about insects until college and I came to them 
after I had an interest in paleontology. I had a real interest in paleoecology 
after a summer field internship with the Smithsonian. I wasn’t sure 
what organism I wanted to focus on, but I knew I didn’t want to study 
vertebrates and I wasn’t as excited about plants. I took an entomology 
class and decided to learn about fossil insects as my course project. That’s 
when I found out that there was this amazing fossil record, but hardly 
anyone was working on it. Insects were just so amazing and here was this 
totally open area. I was hooked.
 
What is a typical work day like for you? Or what are some of your 
favorite parts of your job? Your least favorite?
 
I actually don’t have a typical work day and that’s what I like about it. I 
get bored doing the same old thing. As a curator and faculty member at 
CU and working with the STEPPE coordinating office, I get to wear many 
different hats and work with many different people. Some days I am 
working with my lab and focused on research and collections projects, 
looking at fossils and talking about big ideas. Other days, I’m teaching 
classes, giving seminars or talks at meetings, or attending workshops.    
I spend a good amount of time writing grants to support students and projects. 
There are times when I’m in back to back meetings and sometimes that is 
frustrating. I often feel like my time could be better spent with students or working on projects. I don’t do as much 
fieldwork as I used to, but that is because we have built this amazing collection that needs working on. We still try to 
get out and collect when we can. Even just revisiting a site can trigger new ideas and inspiration. 

Given that the goal of FOSSIL is to link amateur groups with professionals, what are your thoughts about the 
role of amateurs in the science? 
  
I think that we would have never accomplished what we have in the discipline without the partnership of amateurs. 
I think this is true across paleontology and it is certainly true of my own work. I have been lucky to work with an 
amateur paleontologist who has focused his efforts on Eocene insects of Colorado for many years. He lives near our 
collecting sites, knows all the landowners and has spent many of his summers collecting insects for our museum. 
There is no way I could dedicate that amount of time to collecting. Not only has he found new collecting localities and 
many new species, he has served as the center of our community, contacting and connecting paleoentomologists 

Dena  Smith in the lab

“I think that we would have never accomplished 
what we have in the discipline without the 
partnership of amateurs.”  Dena Smith
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from around the globe. His passion for our field and his incredible efforts have resulted in a collection of major 
importance for understanding insect evolution, ecology and taphonomy. (Read about David Kohls, Strimple Award 
Winner, in a previous issue of our newsletter).

I understand that you are the Principal Investigator for the National Science Foundation-funded ‘Fossil 
Insect Collaborative.’ What are the research goals of this digitization project? Do you foresee citizen science 
paleontologists, like those involved in the FOSSIL Project, being able to participate in the Fossil Insect 
Collaborative in the future? If so, in what ways?

The Fossil insect Collaborative is focused on digitizing over half a million fossil insect specimens from the major 
collections in the US. We are doing this to make these specimens and their associated image available for researchers, 
educators and the general public. Our research goals are focused on how insects respond to environmental changes 
and using the fossil record is a great approach to use. In addition, we are interested in studying the evolution of 
insects, which is the most species rich group today. There are not many fossil insect workers, so we are hoping that 
this project will engage insect experts (amateurs and professionals alike) to work with us and with these fossils. 
Through the iDigPaleo Hub that our group is developing, we are able to provide a platform for interested users to view 
fossil insects, make virtual collections, develop educational materials (informal and formal) and interact with this 
community of fossil insect enthusiasts. 

What is actualistic insect taphonomy? What types of laboratory and/or field experiments do you conduct, and 
what types of research questions do these experiments address?

 Actualistic taphonomy really focuses on using modern specimens and/or modern settings to understand processes 
of fossilization. In the field, we have compared recently accumulated insect death assemblages to living assemblages 
to understand ecological and morphological preservation biases. In the lab, we have conducted experiments on 
disarticulation and sinking and tested how the hardness of insect cuticle, body size and other variables might 
influence preservation potential. We also have run decay experiments to understand the importance of water 
chemistry, substrate type and the presence of microbes to preserving insects.

Which locales are the most famous for exceptional preservation of fossil insects, and why?
  
There are actually many famous insect localities, but those of greatest significance really fit into one of two types. 
Insects that are preserved in amber and those that are preserved in fine-grained, lacustrine environments are known 

for their high diversity and abundance of insects, as well 
as for high quality preservation. Amber specimens have 
3D preservation and this makes it easy to see important 
characters on specimens. Insects preserved in lake 
environments are usually 2D, but often have great detail 
preserved as well. 

Many of our fossil clubs and societies are very committed 
to education and work hard to engage youth. Do you have 
any advice to share about effective ways to get children 
and teens interested in paleontology and collections?

 I think that hands-on activities are most effective. I also 
think good one-on-one interactions and conversation about 
concepts and processes are key. Students tend to thrive in 
these settings and it’s a lot more fun to teach this way. The 
traditional lecture –or passive presentation of information 
to students just doesn’t seem as effective

Dena in the field

http://www.myfossil.org/amateur-spotlight-david-kohls/


9

continued from page 8

What research question currently excites you the most?
  
There are tons of research questions that excite me. Overall, I am really interested in 
integrating modern and fossil systems. I’m interested in the scalability of processes – for 
example, do the models we see in ecological systems apply to fossil systems (ecological and 
evolutionary). I am interested in climate change and how insects respond, both in the past 
and potentially into the future. I am very interested in the evolution of interacting lineages, 
especially insects that have highly specialized feeding preferences on plants. And finally, 
I am interested in learning more about why insects are so diverse and studying their 
macroevolutionary history. This is why I am excited to have so many great students 
working on so many different projects. I get to study so many different things by working 
with them.

Do you see on the horizon any new directions or opportunities in paleontology emerging as the result of 
technological advances or new discoveries?

Absolutely. I think efforts in the biological community to digitize specimens (including fossils) and similar efforts in 
the geological community to digitize data related to samples in time, geological setting and geochemistry are going 
to change the ways we do science. I think as we work to make these data accessible and discoverable, people will be 
able to ask new types of research questions and study them in new, more sophisticated and multidisciplinary ways. I 
think we are just at the beginning of a really exiting time.

Do you have a favorite fossil discovery (can be your own, or a famous historical discovery)?
 
I can’t show favoritism!!! I love them all!!! To be honest, every time I look in our collection or go visit another 
museum’s collection I find my new favorite. It could be because it’s a rare taxon. It could be because the preservation 
detail is so amazing. It could be because I just find it beautiful or comical or it just speaks to me in some way. I guess 
that’s part of why it’s so enjoyable to do what I do.

Learn more

You can read about Dena’s work on insect auditory organs in this Scientific American article.

Smith DM, Marcot JD. 2015The fossil record and macroevolutionary history of the beetles. Proc. R. Soc. B 282: 
20150060. http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2015.0060

You can learn more about STEPPE on their website.

Here is the Fossil Insect Collaborative website.

You can also follow the Fossil Insect Collaborative on Facebook 
https://www.facebook.com/FossilInsectCollaborativeDigitizationProject 
and Twitter: @FossilInsectTCN

You can listen to presentations on STEPPE, (8/25/15)  the iDigPaleo porta (9/22/15), and find other presentations and 
resources on digitization and paleontology on the Paleo Digitization Working Group wiki page on the iDigBio website.

A parasitoid wasp 
(family Ichneumonidae) 

found at Florissant

http://www.scientificamerican.com/gallery/auditory-organs-in-insect-fossils-hint-at-evolutionary-relationship-between-predator-and-prey/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2015.0060 
https://steppe.org/
http://fossilinsects.colorado.edu/
https://www.facebook.com/FossilInsectCollaborativeDigitizationProject
https://twitter.com/fossilinsecttcn
https://www.idigbio.org/wiki/index.php/Paleo_Digitization_Working_Group


Editor’s Note: In this issue, Mark McKinzie of the Dallas Paleontological Society responds to questions asked by Eleanor 
Gardner.  A retired geologist, Mark has co-authored several books on fossils; the Color Guide to Pennsylvanian Fossil of 
North Texas should be available soon! 

What is your background in geology/paleontology?  I 
believe DPS President, Lee Higginbotham, mentioned 
that you worked in the oil industry at one point (?).

I have a Bachelor’s of Science degree in Geology from 
Southern Illinois University in Carbondale, Illinois. I 
graduated in 1980 and immediately went to work in the 
energy industry. I worked for a number of companies in 
Oklahoma and Texas from 1980 until my retirement in 
September 2013. I have lived and worked in the Dallas-Forth 
Worth (DFW) area of north Texas since 1992.

How did you first discover your passion for fossil 
collecting?

I was hooked on fossil collecting since I was a small, skinny, nerdy boy.  I was born in Harvey (a south suburb of 
Chicago) and moved to Crystal Lake, Illinois when I was nine years old. The new housing   development we moved into 
dug the basement foundations into glacial moraine deposits from the last retreating continental Ice Age glaciers. The 
gravels contained many exotics including basement rocks from the Canadian Shield and abundant fossils from the 
lower Paleozoic of Wisconsin and northern Illinois. Most of the fossils were common marine invertebrates including 
brachiopod shells and crinoid columnals. Crinoid stem sections were so abundant that we called them fossilized 
“Indian beads”. I still have a jar full of crinoid stems from my childhood collecting there.

How long have you been collecting fossils (when did you begin)?

I am currently 57 years old so I have been collecting for almost fifty years now.

How do you identify/organize your fossils (i.e., which texts or other resources do you use, or which professional 
paleontologists do you consult)?

Like a lot of children I grew up with, my first fossil ID book was the Golden Nature Guide to “Fossils - A guide to 
prehistoric life”. Once I graduated from college and went to work for Mobil Oil Corporation (now Exxon-Mobil), I had 
access to their extensive paleontology libraries at their Oklahoma City and Dallas offices. In addition, I joined the 
Paleontological society to get access to the Journal Of Paleontology. It was hard for non-professional (amateur) fossil 
collectors to get access to scientific journals at a public library before the Internet so I was extremely lucky to work for 
an oil company back in the 1980s and 1990s.

What to do if I find a possible fossil new to science. Using the latest issues of Journal of Paleontology and Journal of 
Vertebrate Paleontology, I look for what authors are currently researching specific fossil groups and use those email 
addresses as initial contacts when I find something new or undescribed. I then introduce myself via email and send 
pictures to the academics of my new finds and if they are interested (or know another researcher who is interested) 
then I donate them to the appropriate repository.
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What was it like to discover the ancient Texas “supershark” at the Jacksboro site?  And what was it like to work 
with the American Museum of Natural History on this project?

I have been collecting the late Pennsylvanian Finis Shale at the Lost Creek Reservoir in Jacksboro, Jack County, Texas 
since late 1992. I was always aware of the possibility of finding good and interesting marine vertebrate material from 
this locality since the original environment of deposition was favorable for preserving such remains. Besides shark 
teeth, I had seen scraps of indeterminate ctenacanthid shark shagreen (skin) for years and was always hoping to 
find something more complete. The day I found my “top of the skull” portion of the Texas “supershark”, I knew I had 
something special but at the time I didn’t know who to contact. Years later in 2014, when DPS member Bob Williams 
found nearly the identical section of an even larger shark skull from Jacksboro then I knew it was time to contact 
somebody as these specimens were too important to sit in a private collection. That is how I ended up contacting Dr. 
John Maisey at the American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) in New York who I knew was a prominent Paleozoic 
shark researcher from all the articles and papers he had written over the years. The staff at the AMNH are a  pleasure 
to work with and the whole donation process was painless.

Please tell us about your collection. How many specimens are in your collection?

Approximately 1800 different species and over 2000 specimens. My primary interest over the years is Paleozoic 
echinoderms and trilobites, Permian vertebrates, and Cretaceous marine fossils. My love of trilobites goes back to my 
early collecting days in Illinois as finding a complete trilobite was always a “holy grail” of mine. It is hard to live in the 
DFW area of north Texas without being interested in Cretaceous age fossils as you can’t help but find marine fossils 
wherever constriction is going on in the metroplex.

How many specimens have you donated to various institutions? 

Dozens over the years, including Ordovician age echinoderms from southern Oklahoma and west Texas to the 
Texas Memorial Museum in Austin, TX; new genera of lower Permian amphibian and reptile skulls to the Sam Noble 
Oklahoma Museum of Natural History in Norman, OK; various Cretaceous marine vert and invert material to the Perot 
Museum of Nature and Science in Dallas, TX; late Pennsylvanian marine shark and bony fish material from north Texas 
to the American Museum of Natural History in NY; and miscellaneous specimens to other institutions.

What led you to donate fossils to these institutions?

I have a good enough overall knowledge of various fossil groups from any particular area that I collect to know when I 
find something new from any given fauna or flora. If I think it is new then I start to look for a researcher (via literature 
and internet searches) who might be interested in describing it.

How did it happen that you began donating fossils?

I understand the importance of “new” fossil finds increasing the overall knowledge base of paleontology. Every new 
fossil is another link in the chain that increases our knowledge about the wonderful tree of life that all organisms 
(extinct and extant) are a part of. A fossil sitting in my cabinet drawer has “no value added” to the scientific 
community if it is never described, illustrated and reposited where anyone with a valid reason can get access to it in 
the future.

What is your most favorite fossil that you discovered?  Why?

My favorite fossil is whatever I am collecting at the time. When I was younger I was a lot more possessive about my 
fossil collection but as I get older I realize that I truly can’t take my babies with me.

11
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When did you first begin working on the Pennsylvanian Fossils of North Texas book, and why?  What does the 
new edition include?

The co-author of the book, John McLeod, was instrumental in getting the first edition of the book done. We both are 
enthusiastic collectors of late Pennsylvanian cephalopods which north Texas has in abundance. During our numerous 
collecting trips to the Lake Bridgeport and Jacksboro areas of north Texas, we both became discouraged by the lack of 
a single ID reference for all the fossils we collect here. Hence the seed of the idea was germinated.

Since publication of the first addition in 2003, the long-term drought of north Texas (2010 – 2015), has exposed 
numerous new fossil collecting areas along Lake Bridgeport. Enough new and different material was collected to 
warrant a second edition of the book. It was decided to redo it in color as publication costs have been reduced over 
the years. We anticipate that the  Color Guide to Pennsylvanian Fossil of North Texas (CGPFNT) will be available 
for purchase on Amazon.com soon. We expanded both the collecting locality section and the number of identified 
genera.

Do you have any recommendations for other fossils clubs/societies who are trying to get children & teens 
interested in paleontology?  What is your favorite memory from an outreach event?

Children like me enjoyed two things about paleontology; 1) digging in the dirt and 2) finding fossils. Our organization, 
the Dallas Paleontological Society (DPS) holds numerous outreach events where we have 1) kid friendly fossil 
collecting trips (digging in the dirt) and 2) fossil tub give-aways (ALWAYS give away lots of fossils to children). Nothing 
hooks a child on paleontology like a holding a recognizable fossil in their grubby little paws that they collected 
themselves!

Learn more

Read about the discovery of the Texas “supershark” here and at livescience.com.

Additional details about the discovery and locality can be found in this article in the Jacksboro Newspapers.

Mark McKinzie at Briar Creek Permian Locality

http://www.amnh.org/explore/news-blogs/research-posts/ancient-supershark-fossils-found-in-texas
http://www.livescience.com/52506-texas-supershark.html
http://www.jacksboronewspapers.com/news/ci_29008956/supershark-fossil-found-at-lost-creek-reservoir
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CLUB CORNER: FOSSIL SECTION OF THE ROCHESTER ACADEMY OF SCIENCE

by Dan Krisher, President, Rochester Academy of Science Fossil Section

The origin of the Rochester Academy of Science Fossil Section, in the form of the 
Genesee Valley Fossil club, can be traced back to 1975. The Genesee Valley Fossil Club 
was founded by John Rivers and the first few small meetings were held at his home 
in Rochester. The new club, proving very popular, rapidly outgrew John’s home, and 
thereafter met in a number of different venues in Rochester. 

In 1980 the club petitioned the Rochester Academy of Science to join that organization. 
The Rochester Academy of Science has been in existence since 1881 and is dedicated to 
promoting interest in the natural sciences. The Academy has historically been composed 

of several Sections which, in 1980, included Anthropology, Astronomy, Botany, Mineralogy and Ornithology.  The 
Genesee Valley Club’s petition to join was accepted in 1981 and the group became the Fossil Section of the Rochester 
Academy of Science. 

The Section currently has about 60 members whose level of interest in fossils ranges from arm-chair enthusiasts to 
professional paleontologists and geologists with the bulk of the membership falling somewhere in the middle. The 
Section meets on the first Tuesday of each month from October to June, except January. Each meeting typically 
consists of some social time often including a brief show and tell followed by a short business meeting.  This is then 
followed by a talk on some aspect of paleontology delivered by professional paleontologist or a knowledgeable 
Section member. The professional speakers we draw generally come from western and central New York with an 
occasional speaker coming from further afield.  We ensure the speakers are aware of the wide of experience and 
education within our group and request that they take this into account when addressing the Section. 

The field season, in our north country location, runs 
from mid-April to mid-October and we strive to hold two 
fieldtrips a month during this time. There have been 
times when a few hardy souls have stretched their time in 
the field to include the late Fall and early Spring months 
and there have even been the occasional foray into the 
field in January and February. In general our fieldtrips 
cover central and western New York with occasional 
trips into the northern and eastern areas of the state. 
The majority of our excursions are long day trips though 
Section has hosted a couple of over-night trips in the 
past. The Section strives to present a range of fieldtrip 
options throughout the summer to meet the desires of 
families with small children and the dedicated amateur. 
The bedrock geology of New York is composed largely of Devonian strata with significantly lesser amounts of Silurian 
and Ordovician and it is in the Devonian where we spend most of our collecting time. The paleogeography of the 
Devonian in the state, coupled with the geometry of the modern bedrock exposures, allows us to collect a broad 
range of paleoenvironments. Starting in the eastern part of the state and moving west, the amateur paleontologist 
can collect material from Devonian floodplains and rivers to shallow near-shore and deeper off-shore marine 
environments. 

The Section puts out a monthly newsletter from October to June called the Fossiletter. Each issue typically consists of 
short articles written by a section members as well as paleo news culled from various on-line sources. The newsletter, 
as well at the Rochester Academy website, is also the primary means of communication for meeting agendas and the 
fieldtrip schedule. 
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 As a 501(c)(3) the Section is very active in community 
outreach and public education. Our monthly meetings are 
always open to the public and our fieldtrips are also open 
to the public on a limited basis. Due to insurance issues 
non-members can participate in one or two fieldtrips 
but past that point they are asked to join the Section 
officially due to liability issues. The Section participates 
in a number of annual outreach events including the 
Rochester Museum and Science Service Science Saturdays, 
St. John Fisher College Science Exploration Day and the 
Adirondack Mountain Club’s ADK Outdoor Expo at one 
of Rochester’s local parks.  Section members also lead 
numerous fieldtrips for interested members of the public 
as well as for classes from local school systems. In and 
most cases the activities and trips hosted by the Section 
represent the closest the public gets to fossils and the field 
of paleontology. 

 Over the years the Section has built good relations with paleontology professors and graduate students within New 
York State and the region.  Section members are also active participants in the New York State Geological Association 
and activities hosted by the Paleontological Research Institution in Ithaca such as their annual summer symposium. 
Several of our members are active researchers who collaborate and assist professional paleontologists conducting 
research in New York and adjacent states. Section members have co-authored papers which have been published in 
peer reviews journals and well as a book dealing with the Trilobite faunas of New York state. 

As is common in many other areas of the country access to collecting sites is problematical owing to our current 
litigation-prone environment. The Section strives to build good relationships with those responsible for a specific 
locality whether they are the landowner or an organization responsible for the care of the site. All too often the 
landowner or organization has had bad experiences with irresponsible and undisciplined collectors. The Section 
actively tries to repair these relationships so a site is not lost to future researchers and amateurs. The Section 
strongly believes educated responsible amateurs can contribute greatly to the field of paleontology. In today’s era 
of tight budgets and funding restrictions, the amateur is likely to spend considerably more time in the field than 
many paleontology professionals. A dedicated, educated amateur can serve as the eyes for the professional who 
cannot make it into the field—and is uniquely positioned to serve as an educator so the importance and relevancy of 
paleontology is conveyed to the public. 
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RESEARCH: UNLOCKING THE COLOR OF FOSSILS

By Caitlin Colleary, Department of Geoscience, Virginia Tech

The past is often portrayed in black and white. The old films and 
photos of our great grandparents don’t represent a colorless world 
and neither do the extraordinarily preserved fossils that retain 
feathers, hair, and skin – which often appear black because they are 
preserved as carbonaceous films. 

Biologists study the colors of living animals because they are 
extremely informative. Color is camouflage, it attracts mates, 
and can even actively protect an animal (e.g., squid ink). But until 
recently, this important behavioral information was inaccessible in 
the fossil record.

Melanin is the chemical pigment that colors hair, feathers, and 
skin. The two types of melanin: eumelanin and pheomelanin are 
contained in organelles called melanosomes. The two different 
types of melanin produce different colors and the shape of the 
melanosomes correlates to that color. Eumelanin is black and 
eumelanosomes are oblong in shape. Pheomelanin is red and 
pheomelanosomes are spherical. This distinction is important 
because we now know that melanosomes are preserved in fossils. 

In 2008, Dr. Jakob Vinther, now a lecturer at the University of Bristol, 
first described what he thought were melanosomes preserved 
in a Cretaceous black-and-white banded feather from Brazil. The 
organelles that he found, which were about a micron in length, were 
only preserved in the black bands and absent in the white bands, which is exactly how melanosomes are arranged in 
a modern black-and-white feather.

This discovery led to the identification of the original colors of a number of feathered dinosaurs and it became clear 
very quickly that these structures are preserved a lot more than anticipated. 

The goal of our study was to identify the chemical remains of the pigment melanin in association with these 
structures, to see if the pigment itself was also preserved and to test that the shape of the melanosome would 
correlate to the type of melanin, like it does in modern animals.

To do this, we used scanning electron microscopy to identify melanosomes in the fossils and mass spectroscopy to 
study the chemical structure associated with these structures. We identified melanosomes in fossil fish, birds, squids, 
frogs, tadpoles, and mammals. And we found the chemical traces of melanin associated with each one. However, 
when we compared the chemistry to modern melanin, it looked a bit different. To understand why this may be the 
case, we used pyrolysis experiments to test pressure and temperature variables to see if the chemistry of the melanin 
had changed over the millions of years it had been buried. 

When we examined the variance in the types of melanin, we found that the experimentally matured melanin plotted 
in between the fresh and fossil samples. And we could also distinguish between eumelanin and pheomelanin, which 
allowed us to correlate the chemistry with the shapes. We determined that the shape of the melanosome does indeed 
match the type of melanin in fossils.

Caitlin with a fossil horse jaw found in Panama 
while a PCP-PIRE intern
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For the first time, we were able to determine the color of a mammal from the fossil record. The two species of bats 
were about 49 million years old and were preserved in the Messel formation in Germany. Microscopically, they both 
had small spherical melanosomes preserved in their fur and the chemical signature associated with pheomelanin. 
Therefore, we inferred that they were a reddish brown color. 

The ability to make these interpretations from the fossil record is very exciting. We can learn so much about animal 
behavior and the types of environments they lived in. Now the dinosaurs drawn in children’s books can be colored in 
with confidence instead of artistic license.
C. Colleary, A. Dolocan, J. Gardner, S. Singh, M. Wuttke, R. Rabenstein, J. Habersetzer, S. Schaal, M. Feseha, M. 
Clements, B. Jacobs, L. Jacobs, R.L. Sylverstersen, S. Gabbot, J. Vinther. Chemical, experimental and morphological 
evidence for diagenetically altered melanin in exceptionally preserved fossils. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences. 2015. 12592-12597.

Contact information

To contact Caitlin (and view amazing photos of her field work sites) visit catilincolleary.com

You can follow Caitlin on twitter at @hypothecait

Learn more

Listen to an interview with Caitlin about the research.

Read about the research in the Christian Science Monitor.

Bat fossil, Messel of Germany (~49 million years old)
Credit: A. Vogel, Senckenberg Institution, Messel Research

http://caitlincolleary.com/
https://twitter.com/hypothecait
http://www.palaeocast.com/episode-52-melanin/
http://www.csmonitor.com/Science/2015/0929/What-color-were-dinosaurs-really-Bat-fossils-reveal-clues


PALEOART: CORKBOARD OF CURIOSITIES
 
Editor’s Note: This issue, we interview Tammi Haneveld and Nate Carroll, the creative team behind to webcomic 
“Corkboard of Curiosities” which is hosted on Tumblr. Click here to view their work. 

Can you tell us what Corkboard of Curiosities is?

TAMMI: Corkboard of Curiosities is a webcomic about paleontology, natural history, and 
other science-related stuff.

Can you tell us a little bit about yourselves?

NATE: I’m currently a Paleontology PhD student studying at University of Southern 
California in Los Angeles. I went to Montana State University to earn my Bachelor’s and Master’s of Science in the Earth 
Sciences. I’m also curator of the Carter County Museum in my hometown of Ekalaka, Montana.

TAMMI: I’m a freelance illustrator and designer living in Portland, Oregon, and I’m also the editorial assistant for 
the online and print magazine, The Great Discontent.  graduated from Montana State University in 2012 with a BFA 
in Graphic Design and worked at a series of creative agencies and studios before going full-time with TGD and as a 
freelancer earlier this year.

How did you come up with the idea for Corkboard of Curiosities?

TAMMI: This was something that we had been mulling around for a bit. Nate and I became friends back in college 
when we both worked as cartoonists and writers at our school newspaper, The MSU Exponent, and we had always 
talked about starting some kind of project together.

NATE: Since graduating, Tammi and I have worked on a few design projects together, specifically for the Carter County 
Museum. But we actually came up with the idea for the comic in September.

TAMMI: He and I approached each other about it right at the same time. I had been thinking about doing a children’s 
book or something, but I wanted a project that would force me to make personal work on a regular basis. Nate and I 
started talking and decided that a webcomic would be fun, cheap, and relatively simple to do each week.

NATE: I missed working with Tammi on a cartoonist level, and we’re both able 
to collaborate now like we did back in college. We’re both living in different 
cities now, so it has been a good way for us to catch up once a week and do 
something creative together.

TAMMI: We decided to call it Corkboard of Curiosities because back when 
we worked at the Exponent, we used to tack drawings and comics up on 
corkboards in the office to make our friends and coworkers laugh. This comic is 
our way of continuing that tradition.

Did you both have a long-standing interest in paleontology before starting 
this project?

NATE: Growing up, I was that kid who was really into dinosaurs, but I’m still 
that kid. That said, I don’t know if I would have become a paleontologist if I 
hadn’t grown up so close to the Hell Creek Formation in Montana. Paleontology 
was just so easy and accessible to me. I still would have become a scientist, but 
growing up in an environment that is such a hotbed for natural history had a 
big impact on my choosing paleontology.

17
Tammi Haneveld

http://www.nhm.org/site/research-collections/dinosaur-institute/staff-biographies/students
http://www.nhm.org/site/research-collections/dinosaur-institute/staff-biographies/students
http://thegreatdiscontent.com/
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TAMMI: Both of my parents were teachers, and my dad is super into geology, so I was constantly being taught about 
rocks and fossils and dinosaurs when I was little. Having an interest in science and learning was highly encouraged 
and celebrated in my family. I also became interested in dinosaurs because I was super into magic, mythology, and 
fantasy when I was younger—I still am—and dinosaurs were the closest things I had found to real-life dragons and 
other mythical beasts, which just blew my mind.

Your comics are hosted on Tumblr. Can you explain what that is for our readers who might not be familiar with 
it?

TAMMI: Essentially, Tumblr is a blogging platform with elements of social media that allows people to post text, 
images, videos, or other content to a blog that other bloggers can then follow. When someone posts something, they 
often attribute hashtags to it in order to make that particular content appear in listings when people search for that 
word. For example, we use hashtags like “paleontology” or “science” when we post our comics so that people can see 
our comics when they search for those words on Tumblr or, in some cases, the Internet in general. People who have 
their own blogs on Tumblr can then “like” one of our comics, or they can “reblog” it to their own blog, which their 
followers will then see and reblog, which creates a cycle of seeing and sharing across the Tumble-sphere. Or whatever. 
Maybe we should do a comic about Tumblr?

Tumblr seems like an effective way to reach new audiences. Do either of you have any favorite paleo-related 
blogs or sites that you would recommend?

TAMMI: Honestly, I don’t follow any paleo blogs or anything, which is part of the reason Nate and I started Corkboard. I 
had been looking for a funny comic about science and dinosaurs for a long time, but I couldn’t ever find one I liked, so 
I made my own.

NATE: Right. There are a lot of good paleo blogs out there, but most don’t create their own content.

How do you come up with ideas for each comic?

NATE: We receive some reader suggestions, but most of the ideas are topics I go over in the earth science class I teach. 
I take note of what concepts students are the most excited by or have difficulty learning, or ones I’ve had a tricky time 
teaching because there aren’t good visuals for it. So I’m kind of using the comics as a teaching tool.

Do you have overarching goals when selecting topics?
TAMMI: The overall goal of the comic is to teach people about 
the natural world in a fun, interesting way. I used to be so 
disappointed with my textbooks in school because they 
presented cool information in such a stale, unimaginative way—
they might as well have been Chilton manuals.

NATE: I also remember textbooks being horrible when I was 
younger, and it made me—a kid who was already interested in 
those subjects—not want to care about it. Now, as a teacher’s 
assistant, it’s fun to have students who have gone through that 
same experience and show them that most scientific concepts 
are easily understandable at a basic level, and that they’re actually 
really cool.

TAMMI: Exactly. The times when I learned something that actually stuck with me were the times something 
was presented in an engaging visual or kinesthetic way. That’s just how I learn. I remember being taught about 
photosynthesis in the fourth grade, and I got that concept down pat because my teacher drew out a bunch of 

A selection from the October webcomic on 
dinosaur eggs © Corkboard of Curiosities
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interesting, colorful diagrams on the chalkboard to explain the whole process. I thought, “Finally! Someone isn’t just 
saying words at my face for 45 minutes.” I’ve found that I haven’t grown out of needing that extra context for more 
abstract subjects like math or science.

NATE: I don’t think anybody grows out of that! The stupid cliché about a picture being worth a thousand words is 
absolutely true. A big hangup for a lot of people is all the jargon. Scientists have to learn that, but in reality, you don’t 
need to know the technical terms to understand something.

Do you have a particular audience in mind when developing the comics?

TAMMI: We do, which is why there’s no swearing or generally offensive content in the comic. I’m comfortable with 
swearing and crude humor, so I thought about taking the comic in that direction at first. But Nate and I wanted it to be 
accessible to a wide range of people, so we decided to keep it fairly clean.

NATE: The over-the-top [...] style is definitely fun for a certain group of people, but it can be alienating to others. If 
people want vulgarity, then they can grab a beer with us and have us explain these concepts one on one. (laughing)

TAMMI: When I write copy for panels, I’m thinking primarily about myself and my friends who want to read something 
cheeky and a little bit absurdist. At the same time, I’m thinking about my little cousins who might be sitting and 
reading the comics with their parents: will the concepts be easily understood by the kids while still being entertaining 
for the adults, too? If not, then I rewrite until it is.

NATE: Yeah, if we can’t get an idea across to a 9-year-old, then we’re not explaining it correctly. It’s not on them, it’s on 
us.

What do you see as the biggest challenges facing those who want to teach others about paleontology—both in 
formal settings, such as school, and informal settings, such as museums?

NATE: Part of it is having the right visuals. That is really helpful for any of those conversations.

TAMMI: Nate and I bring together aspects of the different industries we operate within in order to create something 
greater than the sum of its parts. I come from the design and art world, where there’s a heavy emphasis on visuals 
and aesthetics, but the content itself can sometimes be poorly written or inconsequential. On the opposite end of 
the spectrum is the scientific community that Nate comes from, where everything is rich in content, but a lot of it is 
presented in such a dry or visually unappealing way that it can’t draw or hold anyone’s attention.

NATE: Exactly. It’s a shame to see good, solid science fall flat simply because it was poorly presented to people, but 
that’s just how human beings are wired. Our goal with the comic is to combine the strengths of both our fields to 
present interesting content in an interesting way.

TAMMI: Basically, Nate is a scientist with good taste, and I’m an artist who’s interested in science, so we complete each 
other.

How long does it typically take to complete a comic? What is your process like?

TAMMI: Honestly, the biggest surprise I’ve had with this project is how long it takes us to make a single comic.

NATE: Yeah, I can see now why most people don’t do this. (laughing) The typical workflow starts with us choosing a 
topic to cover, which I then break into bite-sized pieces and storyboard out. That can take a few hours.
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TAMMI: Once Nate sends me his storyboards with notes, I comb through them to refine and rearrange everything

so that it flows well and write the panel copy. That alone can take four or five hours, especially if it’s pretty content-
heavy.

Afterwards, I lightly draw everything out in pencil, which can take two or three hours. I take pictures of the pencils and 
email them to Nate so he can make sure everything I drew is accurate. Once I get the okay from him, I start the inking 
process. Inking is usually pretty quick because it’s just tracing, so that only takes about an hour or two. When I finish, 
I scan the inked pages into Photoshop, clean them up, rearrange elements as needed, and color. There are anywhere 
from 8 to 12 panels per comic, and they’ve been getting longer as we go along, so that stage takes the longest—about 
four or five hours.

Throughout that whole process, I’m sending Nate panels to proof. So if I finish inking and coloring something, show it 
to him, and he says it’s incorrect, then I have to completely redo it. (laughing)

NATE: I feel really bad when that happens. (laughing) We’re also coordinating around our regular lives and work 
schedules, too, which can lengthen the process. I’ve been able to work the comic into my regular schedule, though: 
for instance, a lot of my social time is spent with other scientists, many of whom know more about certain topics than 
I do, so it’s nice to go out for beers with them and bring printouts of panels they can give me feedback on.

TAMMI: The moment Nate says yes to all of the finalized panels is the happiest moment for me. (laughing) I’ll publish 
the comic on our site, post everything to social media, and then start working on the next one.

What is the easiest and most difficult part of creating the comic?

NATE: I don’t know if there is an easy part. (laughing)

TAMMI: The most difficult part is just plain doing it, and it can be tedious at times. When I’m drawing, I think, “Ugh, 
Nate’s going to get on me about this if it has three toes instead of four,” so a lot of my time is spent Googling dinosaur 
anatomy. He fact-checks everything before we publish it, so if he’s in the middle of a lecture or something, I wait for 
him to confirm three toes or four before I finish a panel.

Nate, what are you studying at USC? And what is your “dream job” or long-term goal with respect to 
paleontology?

NATE: I am currently studying bird feathers, but I think the technical term for it is 
ptilology, even though nobody really calls it that. For my dream job, I would love to be 
a professor or curator. Right now I’m a teaching assistant and a curator for the Carter 
County Museum, and they’re both pretty sweet gigs.

Learn more:

Read about Nate’s hopes for the amber he finds in the Hell Creek Formation in Montana 
here.

Carter County Museum

Check out Corkboard of Curiosities

http://lastbestnews.com/site/2015/08/dinosaur-researcher-hunts-for-ancient-amber-near-ekalaka/
http://cartercountymuseum.org/
http://corkboardofcuriosities.com/


21

LAKE JACKSBORO NAUTILOIDS

Coiled Nautiloids

Orthocone nautiloids

Gonioloboceras and Metacoceras

by Sean Moran, Florida Museum of Natural History

In the days preceding the large Society of Vertebrate Paleontology 
conference in Dallas, Texas, the FOSSIL Project held a two day mini-
conference in conjunction with the Dallas Paleontological Society 
(DPS). The first day of the meeting, October 12, was filled with 
a variety of presentations, socializing, and breakout discussion 
sessions. On October 13 we were lucky enough to join the DPS for 
a day of fossil collecting at two Pennsylvanian localities west of the 
Dallas-Fort Worth area. The second site we visited, though not the 
focus of this article should also be mentioned. The site is located in 
the city of Mineral Wells and very recently was designated as a fossil 
park. Over the hour and a half the group spent at the park, most field trip 
attendees found crinoid calyces, brachiopods, and fragments of trilobites 
despite much recent collecting activity and low rainfall. 

Earlier in the day, well before sunrise, the group loaded up 
on caffeine and donuts before leaving on a charter bus from 
Brookhaven College to the first site at Lake Jacksboro. During 
the ride Mark McKinzie, a DPS member with years of experience 
searching for fossils in Texas, helped to put the localities in context 
and note what fossils we were likely to find. This first site we 
visited, an outcrop of Finis Shale known alternatively as the Lost 
Creek Dam Spillway site, is very well known for its Pennsylvanian 
nautiloids as well as other fossils such as primitive sharks. Our large 
group of approximately 50 people fanned out across the outcrop 
and spent a couple hours collecting the light beige fossils in the 
eroding shale and siltstone. It seemed the most sought after fossils 
were the many species of cephalopods and the few shark teeth that 
were found. However, crinoids, brachiopods, gastropods, corals, 
and bryozoans were found in abundance.

Though these other fossils were more plentiful, most of the group 
focused on the nautiloids. I personally collected a handful of 
coiled species, including Gonioloboceras sp., Metacoceras sp., and 
Tainoceras sp., and straight-shelled species, such as Euloxoceras 
sp. and Mooreceras sp.. While the orthocone nautiloids were 
strewn across the outcrop and were as common as any other fossil 
at the site, the coiled cephalopods were more difficult to find. By the 
end of the collecting trip at Lake Jacksboro a handful of 
cephalopod fragments were discovered as well as a few 
complete specimens, including a beautifully preserved 
specimen of Gonioloboceras sp.. The trip was a great way 
to wrap up the FOSSIL mini-conference and open the SVP 
meeting. It provided a wonderful opportunity to collect 
Texas fossils and get to know members of a dozen different 
fossil clubs and professionals from several institutions just 
by conversing together on the outcrop. 
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 EDUCATION UPDATES

 THE FOSSIL PROJECT ON FACEBOOK

by Shari Ellis

R.O.C.K.S. Videos Now Available on YouTube

Last December, Randall Irmis and colleagues at the Natural History Museum 
of Utah wrote a newsletter article describing their R.O.C.K.S. project (Real 
Opportunities to Connect Kids with Scientists). A key component of the 
project is a suite of videos that encourage students to use science process 
skills to explore the world of paleontology. With the support from the Paleontological Society and Bureau of Land 
Management, the videos are now available on YouTube. Check them out at the links below.

R.O.C.K.S. Part 1. Intro-Fieldwork              
R.O.C.K.S. Part 2. Fossil Prep Lab      
R.O.C.K.S. Part 3. Collections and Research

The Digital Atlas of Ancient Life Adds a Free App

Last issue, we brought to your attention the Digital Atlas of Ancient Life website. Now 
you can identify Ordovician, Pennsylvanian, and Neogene fossils using their free app 
for iPad and iPhone. The free Digital Atlas app can be downloaded from the Apple App 
store. 

Our most popular posts in recent months: 
Chuck Ferrara, President of the Southwest Florida Fossil Society explains to a Ft Myers, Floridanews channel the 
reason why Venice Beach  is such a great place to find fossilized shark teeth.

Dr. Catalina Pimiento discusses The Discovery Channel’s mockumentaries on Megalodon and their impact on her 
research in The Guardian.

The R.O.C.K.S. video on fossil preparation with Tylor Birthisel from the Natural History Museum of Utah.

Missing us on Facebook?
If you have “liked” the FOSSIL Project Facebook page, but think that you are missing out on some of our posts, you 
just might be! Facebook sometimes makes it harder for you as a user to see posts from pages like ours. In order to 
ensure you see our posts, you need to change a few settings.

First, navigate to the FOSSIL Project’s Facebook page, www.facebook.com/TheFossilProject

Then, hover with your mouse over the button that says “Liked” in the bottom right corner of our banner image. You’ll 
see options to “choose what you see from this page” and click “notifications.” Check all the boxes for posts you want 
to get notifications about. We only post once per day, so you will never get spammed with a lot of notifications about 
our posts.

By getting notified when we post something on Facebook, you’ll be able to see the latest news from the FOSSIL 
Project! We love seeing stories from our community, so please post on our wall, comment on our stories, or join the 
conversation about paleontology!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IYZXMeKtDXI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sou9RoXJkMA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5QMC3Rp_G5s&feature=youtu.be
https://www.facebook.com/TheFossilProject
https://www.facebook.com/TheFossilProject


RESEARCH: PALEOBIOLOGY OF THE KILLER CONE SNAILSFOSSIL SPEAKER SERIES: SANDRA CARLSON VISITS FRIENDS OF THE UMMP
by Michael Lask, President, Friends of the University of Michigan Museum of Paleontology

The Friends of the University of Michigan Museum of Paleontology (FUMMP), more commonly known as “The Friends” 
are a group united by their love of fossils. Founded in 1971, the Friends support the activities, research and study of 
fossils at the University of Michigan Museum of Paleontology.  At one of our meetings early in 2015 we discussed the 
FOSSIL speaker program which was initiated to provide financial support to bring professional paleontologists to 
speak at fossil groups across the country.  We were very interested and so advised FOSSIL.

FOSSIL suggested that Dr. Sandy Carlson, of UC-Davis might be interested in speaking 
to FUMMP. Dr. Carlson, Professor and Director of the CalTeach/Mathematics and Science 
Teaching Programs at UC Davis, received her PhD from the University of Michigan.  Her 
particular area of expertise is Brachiopods.  When asked about coming to Ann Arbor, she 
responded that she would be delighted. FOSSIL proposed that if they paid for her flight, 
perhaps the Friends could cover her lodging while she was here. This was certainly a 
generous proposal and was discussed in detail at our June meeting.  At that time, in a nice 
bit of synchronicity, Dr. Daniel Fisher, Curator and Directory of the University of Michigan, 
Museum of Paleontology, and one of our great advisors, informed us that in fact Dr. 
Carlson was his first doctoral student at the University of Michigan, and he would be happy 
to have her stay at his home.  His offer was gratefully accepted by the group, and with that 
FOSSIL, FUMMP, Dr. Carlson and Dr. Fisher (pictured to the right) all worked together to make it happen.

And so Dr. Carlson presented:  “In the loop:  Evolutionary Innovations in the Brachiopod Lophophore and its 
Mineralized Supports” at our meeting on November 6, 2015.  The event was a tremendous success.  Not only did Dr. 
Carlson get to visit with old friends and interact with the University Paleontology department throughout her visit, 
but her presentation headlined our meeting, attended by 36 members and guests.  Her presentation highlighted 
the concept of evolutionary innovations generally thru the specific examples of brachiopod development.  This was 
augmented by her own detailed power point presentation as well as the many brachiopod specimens brought in by 
the members.  Her engaging and entertaining presentation was followed by a lively question and answer period.  Also 
discussed was her work with the Paleontology Society to actively engage and recruit the involvement of “amateur” 
paleontologists as members and to program for their interests. 

Longtime member Darlene McDonald commented that:  “It was a fun and informative presentation from our guest 
speaker, Dr. Carlson.  Although I’m not technically savvy on all she said, I did glean the gist of it and felt it was a good 
presentation.  To have someone of her caliber come to our group was really great.”

Founding member and Strimple Awardee, Mike Topor, commented that:   “Knowing the purpose of this lecture, [the] 
initial stages to bring an understanding between amateurs and professionals; the result was [a] success! Dr. Carlson’s 
lecture was informative and her love for her research showed. We have that same passion for our fossil collecting. 
Maybe if we knew more [of] what researchers need, we could return the favor and collect with that in mind.”   Mike 
was being modest as of course he and his brother have been collecting in coordination with professionals for years 
but his point is still valid and Dr. Carlson specifically addressed the need for cooperation between amateurs and 
professionals, a topic near and dear to us all.

The FOSSIL speaker program is not only a great 
idea but already a great success.  We certainly hope 
to take advantage of any future opportunities.  
The more interaction between amateurs and 
professionals the more we break down the artificial 
barriers that are of no benefit to anyone, and 
advance Paleontology for all.

On behalf of the Friends, many thanks FOSSIL! 

http://www.lsa.umich.edu/paleontology/about/friendsoftheuniversityofmichiganmuseumofpaleontology
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  UPCOMING EVENTS AND OPPORTUNITIES
Darwin Day Events @ UT Knoxville February 9 - February 12 
Darwin Day in Knoxville, Tennessee, is a volunteer-run event dedicated to informing the public about evolution and 
its importance as a unifying concept in all of biology. The first Darwin Day event at UT Knoxville was held on February 
12th of 1997, the 188th birthday of Charles Robert Darwin. Since this first Darwin Day, the annual celebration has 
grown to include an annual keynote speaker, a teacher’s workshop, and other events.

The theme of this year’s celebration is Paleontology. Tentative events include:
• Two nights of paleontology related seminars
• Three brown bag (lunch time) talks on Darwin’s many contributions to various scientific fields
• An open panel discussion on evolution
• A birthday party at the McClung Museum
• Fossil and mineral identification day
• A teachers workshop with available lesson plans and guest speaker Dr. Alycia Stigall
• Field trip to the Gray Fossil Site
• Field trip to the Great Smoky Mountain National Park
• Field trip to the Scopes Trial location in Dayton, Tennessee

The Darwin Day events are sponsored by the Central Program Council of UT Knoxville, Dry Dredgers, NIMBios and 
numerous academic departments at UT. For more information, visit http://darwindaytn.org/

2016 Western Association of Vertebrate Paleontologists meeting February 12 - February 14, 2016 
The 2016 Western Association of Vertebrate Paleontologists meeting will be held February 12-14, 2016 in Borrego 
Springs, California, at the Steele/Burnand Anza-Borrego Desert Research Center. Borrego Springs is located in eastern 
San Diego County and is surrounded by California’s largest state park, Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (ABDSP).

Learn more about the host of this meeting, the ABDSP Paleontology Society, here.

Please note that, due to the size of the venue building, attendance is limited to the first 100 registrations received.  

More details about the WAVP meeting can be found here.

FCOLC 11th Annual Fossil Festival February 13, 2016 
The Fossil Club of Lee County will be holding their annual Fossil Festival on February 13, 2016 from 9am – 5pm at the 
Shell Factory & Nature Center in Fort Myers, FL.  There will be a kids’ dig, lots of games, a silent auction, a grand raffle, 
and more! 

PaleoBlitz Citizen Science Opportunity, Gainesville, FL February 19 - February 21, 2016 
The FOSSIL Project is happy to announce its first PaleoBlitz!  This pilot PaleoBlitz is intended to engage amateur 
paleontologists in the entire fossil collection process – from first finding a fossil, to field documentation, to museum 
curatorial work. 

Fossil clubs/societies should nominate up to three participants. Each nominee will be asked to complete a survey on 
their background in paleontology and experience with professional collections.  Preference will be given to nominees 
who have not previously participated in a FOSSIL-sponsored event.  Twelve participants will be chosen for this pilot 
program.

During the PaleoBlitz weekend, participants will start by collecting fossils, such as shark teeth, in Gainesville-
area creeks. Then, the Blitz will move to the FLMNH laboratories where participants will learn how to prepare and 
document the fossils they found. For more information or to submit nominations, please contact the FOSSIL Project 
Coordinator, Eleanor Gardner, at fossil@flmnh.ufl.edu.

http://darwindaytn.org/
http://www.anzaborregopaleo.org/Home_Page_1XFPC.php
http://www.anzaborregopaleo.org/WAVP_2016.html
mailto:fossil%40flmnh.ufl.edu?subject=PaleoBlitz
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Fossil display table @ Santa Cruz County Science & Engineering Fair, Watsonville, CA  March 12, 2016
Along with the Santa Cruz County Museum of Natural History and Seacliff State Park, Bruce MacFadden of the FOSSIL 
Project will host a display table of California fossils at the annual Santa Cruz County Science & Engineering Fair.  This 
is an opportunity to promote the science of paleontology to approximately 1,000 visitors who will be attending this 
event.

If you are are a local California fossil enthusiast who is interested in volunteering to help staff this display table and 
talk to children & families about fossils, please contact Bruce here on the myFOSSIL community site (@bmacfadden) 
or email him at bmacfadd@flmnh.ufl.edu.

2016 GSA Southeastern Section Meeting, Columbia, SC March 31 - April, 2016
The FOSSIL Project will be hosting a theme session called “Synergistic Paleontology: the FOSSIL Project & Amateur 
Contributions to the Field” at this year’s Geological Society of America Southeastern Section (SEGSA) Meeting.  T 
Amateur/avocational paleontologists are highly encouraged to present a talk or poster about your research at this 
session!  

Meeting registration fees vary depending upon your classification (professional, student, nonmember, etc) and 
registration date.  Please see the SEGSA meeting website here for more information.

2016 MAPS National Fossil Exposition Iowa City, IA April 1 - April 3, 2016

The Mid-America Paleontology Society is excited to announce that the annual National Fossil Exposition will be 
taking place April 1-3, 2016.  This is the largest show in the world that exhibits fossils exclusively.  Fossil enthusiasts 
converging from all across the nation as well as from Canada and a few overseas countries travel to this event.  In 
addition to the Fossil Show itself, the Expo also presents a Friday evening lecture by a research scientist.  If you enjoy 
fossils or simply want to learn more about the ancient life of planet earth, come to the Expo.  Remember, admission is 
free to everyone!

This year’s Expo theme is the Mesozoic, and the speaker will be famous dinosaur paleontologist Philip J. Currie!

Geofair 2016 Cincinnati, OH April 30 - May 1, 2016
The 51st Annual Gem, Mineral, Fossil and Jewelry Show of Greater Cincinnati, hosted in association with the 
Cincinnati Dry Dredgers

More information here

You can find more events (or add your own) at http://community.myfossil.org/events/

mailto:bmacfadd%40flmnh.ufl.edu?subject=Santa%20Cruz%20Science%20Fair
http://www.geosociety.org/Sections/se/2016mtg/
http://www.geofair.com/
http://community.myfossil.org/events/

