A Hat Trick: Digging 3 Dinosaurs In One Season
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he Jurassic age, Morrison Formation, in which the dinosaurs are found, is comprised of various depositional environments that vary from semi-consolidated siltstones to extremely hard sandstones. This meant many hours of hammer and chisel work as well as hours of trackhoe (backhoe with steel treads) work to help break up the hard rock matrix. The end result was well worth the effort as a Diplodocus was fully excavated, a small Camarasaurus was found and partially excavated, and a larger Camarasaurus was 

partially excavated. 

The dinosaur dig site, located on the Red Canyon Ranch in Shell, Wyoming, has produced thousands of individual bones and at least four world-class dinosaur specimens. The main quarry has been the focus of our 

digging the past 5 years. Initially a hill, this quarry is now a pit over 40 feet deep with most of the hill removed down to the dinosaur-bearing zones. 
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The depositional environment during the Morrison timeframe was a meandering river system with point bars, cut banks, cut-off meanders and floodplain. The dinosaurs and dinosaur bones tend to be concentrated in the point bars and peninsulas formed by the river patterns, having been washed in during multiple flooding events. 

The Diplodocus (a very long, four-legged, Sauropod dinosaur) was the main target of this summer's dig 
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operations. The spinal column was articulated (in living position) from the neck (beginning about 3 vertebrae from the skull) through the body and into the tail section. The skull and approximately 10 feet of the end of the tail have not been found, and at this point, the dinosaur is over 60 feet in length. Although not fully articulated, we estimate the dinosaur is at least 65% complete with most of the major skeletal elements found and documented (except for the skull). The bones were labeled, measured and photographed in the field prior to their removal to storage.

Searching for the end of the Diplodocus tail (which has not been found as yet), we encountered a cache of 
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bones that have been identified as part of a small, sub-adult, Camarasaurus. Many of the skeletal elements have been found, some in beautiful condition and some broken apart. It appears this dinosaur washed into its final resting place during a high energy flood. This flood also moved many ancient pine trees, cycads and other plants along with the dinosaur bones. The exciting aspect of this dinosaur was finding a portion of the skull (jaws and other skull elements). Excavation of this dinosaur will be completed during the 2011 dig season. 

The third dinosaur that was part of this summer's excavation was a large Camarasaurus. Although this is most likely only a partial skeleton (approximately 50% has been found), it is now apparent that jaws and other skull elements found during 2008 are part of this dinosaur. 
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 were exposed, documented and excavated. Over 70 plaster jackets containing portions of the skeletons, varying in weight from 20 lbs to over 800 lbs were removed from the dig site and sent to storage. Preparation of many of the bones, especially the skull elements and teeth is currently underway. Exploratory digging at the end of July indicated the skeleton of the smaller Camarasaurus continued under the hill. The large amount of work required at the dig site this year was done thanks to the efforts of a very skilled group of volunteers. Throughout the summer, Virginia Dinosaur Company had at least 3 to 6 volunteers performing tasks at the dig site, which allowed us to properly expose and remove the dinosaur specimens. As we look to the next year digging season, we are hopeful we will find and 
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finish excavating the small Camarasaurus and encounter new dinosaur specimens in our quarries. 
