





























Amebelodon was the largest herbivore that roamed the North Dakota plains
during the Late Miocene. Right: Tooth, Amebelodon, Miocene, Emmons

County, width 112 mm. SHSND 15032

shaped burrows. Scratch marks on the walls of these
burrows indicate that the beavers dug them by scraping with
their teeth. The helical-shaped burrows are preserved as
trace fossils and are called ‘Devil’s corkscrews’; their scientific
name is Daemonelix.

There is almost no record of prehistoric life in North
Dakota from about twenty million years ago (most of the
Miocene and all of the Pliocene) until about fifty thousand
years ago, during the Pleistocene. Rocks deposited during
that time, and the fossils that would have been found inside
them, have also been removed by millennia of erosion. This
was a time of global climatic flux, from warm conditions
in the early Miocene to cooling in the middle part of that
epoch, when glaciation again occurred in Antarctica and the
modern East Antarctic ice sheet began to form.8! Isolated
fossils which are occasionally found in North Dakota provide
tantalizing hints of what life was like during this mysterious
time. One of these finds is the tooth of the “shovel-tusked”
gomphothere Amebelodon. Gomphotheres were elephant-
like animals that migrated to North America from Eurasia
across the Bering land bridge during the Miocene, about
16.5 million years ago. Amebelodon was about ten feet (3 m)
tall at the shoulder and resembled a modern elephant. The
skull and tusks of Amebelodon, however, were quite different
from those of the living elephant. Three-foot-long (90 cm)

flattened, spade-like tusks projected from its lower jaws.
These flattened tusks would have been used like shovels to
dig up rooted water plants in rivers and ponds. Amebelodon
was the largest herbivore that roamed the North Dakota
plains during the Late Miocene.
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