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The Formation of the Earth! 

 New York Fossils are awesome, and in 
order to understand the Natural History, 
Geology, and Fossils of Central New York it is 
important to first understand the Earth and it’s 
history. Astronomers believe that our solar 
system formed from a cold dense molecular 
cloud about 4.6 billion years ago. The molecular 
cloud had been shot out into the arms of the 
Milky Way Galaxy in a trajectory that 
resembled the skipping of a stone across a 
pond. Due to physics and thermodynamics the 
cloud condensed and heated up creating our sun. 
The spinning motion of that trajectory force 
caused the heavier, denser materials to 
gravitate closer towards the sun, eventually 
becoming fixed in circular orbits. 

The heavier, denser materials formed the 
inner Terrestrial Planets, while the lighter 
materials such as ice and gas formed the outer 
Jovian planets.   
 The Earth formed rather quickly compared 
to the solar system and can be radiometrically 
dated in comparison to chondrite meteorites. 
This process verifies the earth’s age to be 
almost as old as the solar system; roughly 4.5 
billion years old!  
 The oceans formed as the Earth spun 
around the sun and Comets made of ice, rock, 
and gas bombarded the earth, depositing large 
amounts of water on the Earth’s surface. The 
Earth was also covered with Volcanoes that 
were spewing gasses into the Earth’s 

	   	  

	  

	  



Atmosphere. These gasses turned into water vapor and eventually 
turned into rain clouds that formed massive storms. 71% of the 
Earth is now covered in oceans because of these ice comets and 
these massive rainstorms that formed from volcanoes! 

 
The Rock Cycle! 

 Due to heat and pressure, the Earth began going through 
changes and The Rock Cycle was created! The earth is so old and 
complex that there are three different ways that a rock can 
form. First, Igneous rocks form as lava or magma cools. Then as 
a rock gets old and falls apart it can form new Sedimentary 
rocks as the material gets washed away (due to weathering) and 
compressed together. Thirdly Metamorphic rocks can form as 
sedimentary rocks or igneous rocks 
become chemically changed due to 
heat and pressure.  
 
The Natural History of New York! 

The Devonian! 
 A very long time ago, New 
York was surrounded by some of 
the tallest mountains that were 
ever on planet Earth. In fact New 
York did not look anything like it 
does now! Amazingly enough it 
was part of a shallow ocean 
surrounded by mountains. As these 
mountains eroded away (due to 
weathering), sediments started to 
form in these shallow oceans and 
eventually turned into Sedimentary 
rocks. The time period in which 
these sedimentary rocks formed is 
called the Devonian period. Most of 
the fossils from New York are 
Devonian.  The Devonian began 
around 418 million years ago and 
ended over 360 million years ago! 
That’s a real long time ago! 
 

The Ice Age!  
 The next big thing to hit Central New York was The Ice 
Age! The Ice Age ended about ten thousand years ago but during 
this time period much of New York was covered in Glaciers 
(Awesome, even 10,000 years ago New York looked completely 
different!). These Glaciers were so heavy that while they were 

	  

	  



growing they carved out the Finger Lakes! This process exposed 
(and made available for fossil collecting) much of the 
Sedimentary Rocks that had formed during the Devonian.  
 

New York Fossils! 
 Most of the fossils of New York are found in Devonian Shale 
formations. Shale is a sedimentary rock that formed as flooding 
poured sediments into marine environments after heavy rains. 
These high-energy events are responsible for the rich fossil 
formations that we have in Central New York! During the 
Devonian these marine environments were home to ecosystems that 
are similar to the coral reefs that we have in our oceans today. 
However, these ecosystems were home to some of the strangest 
and coolest organisms that had ever lived.  
 Among these organisms were trilobites! Trilobites were like 
pill bugs; they could curl up to protect them selves. Trilobites 
were also Arthropods who had evolved eyes much like the eyes of 
a bee or fly! There 
are many different 
kinds of trilobites 
that look very 
different from one 
another. Most of the 
trilobite fossils that 
can be found are 
molted instars, or 
exoskeletons that 
have been shed 
during the growing 
process. Fossils of these extinct animals are rare in some areas 
of New York and common in others.  

Brachiopods are more common throughout all of New York. 
Brachiopod fossils are similar to clams or mussels, and unlike 
trilobites they are still around today. Even though Brachiopods 
are not extinct they are still rare and live in deep hidden marine 
environments. 

  
  
 
 
 
 
 

	  
	  

	   	  

	  



Crinoids are filter feeders that are related to starfish or 
sea lilies! They are still alive today but, like brachiopods, can 
only be found in the deep ocean. Most Crinoid fossils that can be 
found in New York are segments of their stems.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Crinoids, Brachiopods, and trilobites are just a few of the 
hundreds of kinds of fossils found in New York! 

 
New York’s State Fossil: The Sea Scorpion! 

 New York’s state fossil is The Sea 
Scorpion. The scientific name for the Sea 
Scorpion is Eurypterus remipes. It is an 
extinct relative of the modern king crab 
and lived during the Silurian Period over 
400 million years ago! The largest one 
ever found was over ten feet tall!  
 
 
Fossils are wonderful evidence that our 
world is an ever-changing planet! Natural, 
history, Geology, and fossils are all tools 
that we can use to look into the past and 
better understand our planet! Who knows 
what we will find next?   

   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

	  
	  

	  

	  



 
 

Links to the Web:  
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rock_(geology 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chondrite 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radiometric_dating 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comet 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volcano 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earth%27s_atmosphere 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oceans 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Rock_Cycle 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igneous 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quaternary_glaciation 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glacier 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shale 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marine_biology 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecosystems 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Instar 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crinoid 
 

• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eurypterid 
 
 
 


