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uring the late Cretaceous period the central western US was covered by a shallow body of water called the Western Interior Sea that stretched from the Arctic Circle to the Gulf of Mexico. In that sea were various marine life ranging from the very large to the very small. Reptiles such as plesiosaurs and mosasaurs competed with sharks and Xiphactinus fish. 

About 65 million years ago the Cretaceous ended. The earth's crust began shifting with the formation of the 

Rocky Mountains, volcanoes and hot spots in Yellowstone. The Midwest began to slowly rise, draining the sea and leaving chalk, clay, shale, sandstone and limestone deposits. As the marine life died they sank to the bottom and were buried in the sediments. Volcanoes erupted, spewing ash over and mixing with the sediments. 

In western Kansas near Hays, home of the Fort Hays University's Sternberg Museum of Natural History, the sea left large chalk and ash deposits with marine fossils of reptiles, turtles and fish in the Niobrara Chalk Formation consisting of the Smoke Hill Chalk and Fort Hays Limestone. 

Michael J. Everhart, Adjunct Curator of Paleontology at the Sternberg Museum of Natural History, Fort Hays 

state University, published a book, "Oceans of Kansas," describing the Western Interior Sea. My wife, Judy, and I took a camping vacation in September to Hays, Kansas, to visit the Sternberg Museum where we saw on display fossil skeletons of mosasaurs, pliosaurs and fossil fish such as Xiphactinus and Enchodus described in the book. 

While at the museum I met two Fort Hays State University graduate students in paleontology, Sebastian Daiman and Susan Liebl. They invited me to go with them after work to Hill City, about 50 miles northwest of Hays, to a Smoke Hill Chalk deposit to hunt fossils on public land. The drive to the chalk deposits just east of the city looked a lot like driving in far West Texas without the mesquite trees. Small mesa-like mounds of chalk and ash dotted the landscape. In these "mesas "are marine fossils. 

During the short time we hunted we found parts of six fish. The recent rains had eroded the soil enough to uncover new material. Because I am the one with all the photography gear, I am always one of the last to start 

hunting. Sebastian found an upper cretaceous fish dentary and assorted bones on top of one of the chalk deposits before either Susan or I could get there. 

As we began to explore the area, he and Susan found more cretaceous fish vertebrae sections and two different 

jawbones as well as a Protosphyraena [cretaceous fish] tooth. Not to be outdone, I went to a different deposit where I found several fish vertebrae and what looks to be a four-inch section of a tail fin. It began to get late so we called it a day and stopped hunting. 

It was a very enjoyable afternoon for me -- touring the museum and fossil hunting in the Smokey Hill Chalk 

with Sebastian and Susan and her dog Teddi outside Hill City. I recommend buying the book and going to Hays 

and visiting the Sternberg Museum. It is well worth the trip. 
