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The Inland Basin region primarily contains the story of the evolution of

marine and coastal plant life superimposed on the story of mountain-building

events, associated sediments deposited in the inland ocean, and changes in

relative sea level.  The earliest fossils in the Inland Basin region are stromato-

lites, formed from cyanobacteria in the warm shallow Iapetus Ocean.  Stromato-

lites are preserved in late Cambrian rocks, found to the southwest and southeast

of the Adirondacks.  Abundant marine fossils are found in Ordovician through

Mississippian rocks formed in the inland ocean that existed through most of the

Paleozoic.  Pennsylvanian-age rocks preserve an excellent record of plant

material.

��
�������� ����������������

Ordovician, Silurian and Devonian marine fossils of the Inland Basin,

especially in New York, are world-famous for their quantity and quality.  Ordovi-

cian-to-Devonian fossil assemblages are nearly always dominated numerically by

brachiopods, and may also contain trilobites, sea lilies, corals, clams and other

mollusks, and many other less common organisms.  What is perhaps the most

striking is the differences in fossil assemblages from different types of

paleoenvironments.  The type of environment determined the types of organisms

that lived there, and thus the fossils that are preserved in the rock.

Clear, shallow marine environments, generally preserved as limestones, often

have abundant corals (Figure 4.3), bryozoans (Figure 4.2) and sea lilies (Figure

4.4).  Corals, bryozoans and sea lilies are all filter feeders, collecting fine particles

from the water.  These environments form in places and at times when there is

little sediment settling in the water.  Western New York and Pennsylvania, far

from the Taconic and Acadian highlands where sediment was being eroded into

the inland ocean, preserve rocks recording this environment.  Also, throughout

the Inland Basin, and relatively undeformed sections of the Appalachian/Pied-

mont, rocks formed in-between mountain-building events record clear, shallow

marine conditions because there was no highland to erode sediment into the

basin.
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Muddy, well-oxygenated environments, generally preserved as gray shales,

often have abundant brachiopods, trilobites (Figure 4.8), cephalopods and

small clams (Figure 4.7).  Small or flattened brachiopods that are not likely to sink

into the mud, such as Mucrospirifer, are common in this environment.
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Muddy, oxygen-poor marine environments are preserved as black shales,

which often are completely lacking fossils, though plankton such as graptolites

may be found (Figure 4.9).  This environment forms in stagnant basins and areas

where there is abundant organic material settling to the bottom; sometimes it is

apparently associated with basin deepening due to down-warping crust during

stages of rapid mountain building.
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Silty to sandy marine environments, preserved as siltstone and sandstones,

may contain abundant rugose corals, large thick-shelled brachiopods, sea lilies,

and bryozoans and lesser amounts of many other organisms such as sponges

(Figure 4.10).  These organisms were robust filter feeders.

Hypersaline marine environments are preserved as evaporite deposits.

Because hypersaline environments have higher than

normal levels of salt, most organisms cannot survive.

Unusually tolerant organisms generally inhabit

these environments.  Eurypterids, or sea

scorpions, were able to withstand the salty water

and are well-preserved fossils in rocks of this environment

(Figure 4.11).
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Intertidal and river environments are often preserved as coarse grained

sandstones and conglomerates.  Rocks preserving these environments commonly

contain plant fossils.  When land plants first evolved in the Silurian, they were

non-vascular, relatively small plants with only very tiny, hair-like roots, if any.

Gradually plants began to evolve and diversify.  Vascular plants became more

common, leading to taller plants and larger, more extensive root systems.  By the

Devonian, woody matter from vascular plants is

commonly found in the fossil record of the

Northeast.  The Gilboa forest, in mid-Devonian

shales of Scoharie Creek Forest in central New

York, contains fossilized tree stumps and is the

oldest preserved forest.  More commonly,

though, Devonian plant material is restricted to

thin carbonized sticks.
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Pennsylvania preserves one of the best-known Pennsylvanian-age plant

communities in the world (Figures 4.14-4.17).  Large amounts of sediment were

being rapidly eroded from the Acadian Mountains to the east, quickly burying

plant material in coastal floodplain environments and creating oxygen-poor

conditions that prevented the decomposition of organic matter.  Plant and other

non-marine fossils from the Mississippian and the early Permian are also present

in Pennsylvania, but are far less extensive.  Common Mississippian and Pennsyl-

vanian plants include horsetails, ferns, seed ferns, and scale trees.  These plants

formed extensive forests in swampy areas along the edge of the inland ocean that

led to the formation of coal deposits found in Pennsylvania and Maryland.  Plants

are not the only fossils recorded in the Pennsylvanian and Mississippian rocks of

the Inland Basin, as the inland ocean still existed in much of the basin at this time.

The plant fossils represent typical ferns, seed ferns, and horsetails, while the

marine fossils represent typical Inland Basin brachiopods, cephalopods, clams,

corals, and snails.
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