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Contribulions lo Paleontology by an Early Montana Physician

Abstracl

Dr. J. C. F. Siegfriedt was a physician in tr{ortana from 1904 to 19.10, a politician (mayor and
statc senator), an indcfatigable booster of his community, and an enthusiastic naturalist with sub-
stantial scicntific accompiGhments. He nadc the first discovery and parricipared io the subsequent
stuciy of a unique faunal assemblage (Bearcreek) from the early Paleocene. The asseuDrage co -
ta;ned primates and inscftivorcs, one of vhich bears his name (.Entomalelte! seigfriedt;.1. He wr,s
ar car\' supporter of the Yellowstone Bighorn Research Association, which has been a distinglished
teaching institution.

John Charles Fredrich Siegfriedt was borri io Davenporr, Iowa, on 25 June 1879. He
graduared from the College of Physicians and Surgeoos, Uoiversity of Illinois, in 1902,
ancl came to Bearcreek, Montana, in 1!04. He practiced there and in Red Lodge. He
served as State Senator from 1920-f924 and was mayor of his rown when he died in
1940. Throughout his life he was ao eorhusiasric snrdent of geology and paleontology.
His duties as a mine physician gave him oppom.rnity rc become a setious investigaror,
and his rvork led to sigoificant discoveries. He initiated the formal scientific deiinearion
of the coal measures of Catbon County and the description of a unique Paleocene faunal
assemblage, one slxcies of which bears his name. He suggested aod helped to establish
the Yellovrs,cone Bighorn Research Association, an institution of resealch aod teaching
which has gron'n to be a permanent part of Montana's academic resources. it is today
a thriving teaching faciliry of solid reputation, with faculty drawo ftom several Ameri-
cao universities and summer classes of about sixty students from rhe Ulired States
aorl abroad.

Geologic interest io BearcreeL began with the examination of sedimenrary strata
formed in the eatly Cretaceous. In that Period a vast geosyncline extended from the
Gulf of Mexico to the arctic. Into the lales and seas which inrermittentlv filled this
trough wefe deposited sedimeots which eventually measured tens of thousands of feet
in thickoess and contained marile, lacustdne, and lagoooal fossils. Most of the Montaoa
coal was deposited during this era, and a! rhe erd of it, these enormo rs layers were
slo*.ly upthrust, fotded, faulted, arched, and ovenhrusr. Thus, a promrnent nouotarn
system aloog the old north-south axis vas built. During the thirry million years oi
Paleocenc, and Eocene which followed, erosion smoothed this cootorted mass; by the
Mioceoe, twenry-five million years ago, these Ancient Rockies were woro down into
a cootioeotai plaio, the mo'Lrntain roots and cores buried in their os'n debris, and the
rivels wefe taking nerv directions along new planes. In the nine million years of the
Pliocene, aod io the Pleistocene, uplifting and folding created rhe present Rocky
Mountain chain. South of Red Lodge, in related vLrlcalrism, dre Absaroka Mor-rntains
were being built. The Mesozoic faunas (predominantly reptilian) were succeeded in
rhe Paleocene by increasing oumbers of prin.ritive birds and mammals. and by che in-
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creasing dominance of flowering plaots, maoy of these similar ro today's genera. The
Paleocene is represe[ted in southern Montaoa aod oortheln Wyoming by the enormous
thickoess of the Fort Union formation, and io ir, by rhe disrinctive Bearcreek mammals.

Oo 5 November 1926, Dr. J. C. F. Siegfriedt examioed a piece of carbonaceous
shale on the top of a loaded coal car at the pit-head and saw exposed a blackish tooth
which looked very much like a recently extracted molar- Siegfriedt was in equal lmrts
a rientist and a civic booster. He spoke in a s€fious way to his paleontological colleagues
and with fervid eothusiasm to the press. This two-prr.nged appfoalh to marters was
repeatedly expressed irr his life and nowhere more vividly than in this instance. The
tooth specimer was photographed in Red Lodge by rifilliam Lewis aod appeared in the
Carbon County Nerl,,r as "evideoce of eady man, millions of years old." The tooth,
now lost, wxs in due course accurately identified as belooging to a condylarth (possibly
Phenacad.us'1, a group ancestral to the hoofed mammals of today: It was the first of an
extensive collecrion of reerh and bone fragments fouod in a dark-colored, bitumioous
clay-like iayer just above Seam J in the Eagle Mine, Bearcreek.

Dr. Siegfriedr wrcre to Heory Fairfield Osborn in September 1927 about this
material, and later sent his collectioos ro rhe Americao Museum of Narural History.
Dr. Batnum Brown visited rhe site io September 1!27; wirh Siegfriedt, Brown made
furLher collectioos of fragmeots aod matrix. The fossiliferous suatr-rm was described
as rbout 1500 feet above the base of the Forr Uoion formatioo, and from it scholars
have sioce clrawn rich materials. George Gaylord Simpson (1928) published on this
ne*.Paleocene mammaliafl fauna, describiog a new mammaliao family, four new
genera, and five new species, ir'cfuding Leipsaaolettes iegfriedti, a primirive iosectivore.
The new genus and species s'as later revised @ Leptocodon iegt'riedti and is now
know n as Entotnol e:t e r J ;e glrie d,ri.

Revisions of and additions to this uoique assernblage cootioued (Simpson, 1929
a, b) with thirty species of vertebrates ultimately being described, including a new
rodent (Jepsoo, !937), arboteal insectivores, small lemudike primates, precanids and
other pledaceous carnivores, herbivores, and others (Van Valen aod Sloafl, 1966; Delson,
1971). All of the Bearcreek fauna dates to the early Palmcere. David C. Parris,
Curatot at the New Jersey Srate Museum, is presently engaged in a compreherisive
srudy of all these forms and describes them (1980, pers. comm.) as "inhabitants of a
rerminal swamp,.har is,.he final stages in the sediment-filling of a sizeable lake in
the basin . . . it is one of rhe eadiest localities that contain fossil rodents (a few nearby
rodeot localities are abo{rt the same age)." In addition to the mammals there are
crocodiles, turtles, a saLamander, and a champlo:aut r (a sma1l, loog-soouted a.mphibious
dinosaur), all characteristic of a coal-forming swamp or bog near forests. In this fauoa,
30 species of vertebrates ate now known.

In the summer of 1930, members of the Scott Fund Expeditions, Princeton Uni
velsiry, fouod dinosaur egg shell fragrnents oo Dry Creek, the firsr ro be reported
from North America. The locality is on a ridge south of the old Ohio Oil Company
camp, flow a small community abo rt eight and one-half miles northeast of Red Lodge.
The press had given intemperate coverage !o the Mongoliao disconreries of dinosaur
eggs by Roy Chapman Andrews a short time before, and the enthusiasm of ne*'spaper
lepoltels over the egg shell fossils of the American great reptiles must have annoyed
the s{ientists. In the following January, Dr. Glenn L. Jepsen (1931) published a
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factuai description of the material, prefaced by extended acerbic remarks about exag-
gerations, distortions, fanrasies, and "mysric reports" rvhich had already appeared in
the lay press. Dr. Jepsen an<l E. J. Moles, Jr. (of the Princeton staff) had spent part
of thar summei of 1930 near Red Lodge at rhe invitation of Dr. Siegfriedt on a practical,
commercially important effort to defioe, as a guide to gas and coal development, the
lower limits of the Fort Unicrn fonnation. The stratigraphic elements and boundaries
had been studied in oe.rrby \(yoming whete a Lower Fort Union fauna had beeo
found just above the dinosaur-beariog Lance ( Cretaceous ) shales. As a logical exten-
sior of these studies to*.ard rhe coal measures and gas-oil exploration of Red Lodge
and Bearcreek, the sandstone aod shale exlrcsures oear the Ohio Oil Company camp
on Dry Creek pron-rised furcher information. Dioosaur fossils were subsequently found
assciated wirh a mammal txrth ( mammals being rare in the Lance). Futher invesri-
gation disclosed smali bits of clark brown egg shell, slightly curved, aod perforated wirh
nu erous fine pores. They were comparable to the Moogolian dinosaur egg shells (which
were more nearly intact) in micro strucrure aod gross appearance, and different from
turtle, clocodilian, or bird embryo-cootainers. Intacr eggs were no fouod, and have
oot yet beeo found, but stoties still cuirenr describe Siegfriedt's delight over elaborate
practical jokes he arranged for the misdirection and discomfiture of rival investigatots
enl reporters. Io July 1977, John Horner discovered a fragmenr of a Cioosaur egg
( Princeton University Natural History Museum No. PU 22216) in the Two Medicine
Fotrnation, Powder County, Montana, a discovery u'hich awairs further elucidation.

The liveliest description of Siegfliedt by a conten.rporary was given by Dr. Jepseo
in a letter to 1)r. Erling l)orf read ar a Princeton Uoiversity Conference on the Central
and Notthern Rocky Mountains in August 1974, honoring Dr. Dorf. The lerter,
publishecl in a memorial to Dr. Jepsen by the Departn.rent of Geological aod Geophysical
Science, Princeton Universiry, 4 Match 1975, is quoted below:

Remember the 'Paleootologist at Large," the self-appointcd Presiclent of apocryphal Beartooth
Univcrsity, Dr. J. C. F. Sicg{ricdt? He regarded the stuciy of any geology except fossils and oil
{lelds as a complae waste of time. To him, isostasy, a big dcal ;n those days, was a pervcrsion of
cffon, and hc was vcry vocal about it. Planks ifl his platform wben he ran for lfayor of Red Lodge
in 1917 vcre bf ing in t$,enty mofe s lor  mach;ner '  and t rar t  sorne new houcs of  p leasure. 'He

I{is efforts were principaily respoosjble for the construction of the highpay tbrough the B€ar-
toorhs vherc. in accord vith his wish, his ashcs \rcre scattcred after his sudden death in his office,
hat ancl satchel in hand, in 19'10.

His ecstasy was explosive and uncontrollable when Ted Moles (swimmer and srudent) ard I
found fragments of the first dinosaur eggs to be recovcred in the \{estern Hemisphcrc, at Dry
Creek, a fcrv miles east of Red Lodge. Hc puirlished a picturc of a small hill, several miles away,
as the o.iginal site' and, through binoculars, *atchcd with complete pleasure as the membcrs of
rhe group he had $us baited spent several torrid days with heavy machinery digging for more.''That fixcd thc sons of bitchcs' hc gloatcd as thc story sprcad.

His discovcry of the first fossil vcrtc'bratc. a tooth, from the Fort Un;on coal m;nes at Bear
Creek vas the ewenr that triggered his delight rvith plmntology. He claimetl tbat the tooth was
human and that Bcar (lreck was thc Gardcn of Eden. Most of thc hundreds of recovered fossil
bcnes came from a f i in  bed of  "goLr '  (shaiy coal  or  coaly shale)  above the main coal  seam, and
this tq'o inch laycr of larc Palcrrcnc history rcvctled a unique ecologic setting with an assemblage
of vertebrates (a " faunule ' )  unknown anywhere else in rhe n 'or ld.  I t  has become an intcrnat ional ly
farnrius challcnge to intcrpretation. a trcasury of gcobiologic unorthocloxy. Some kinds of Farly
Tcrrixrl' mammals that should be drerc are nor, although thcy havc becn found by Princeton students
bv the $ousands in the rorks of  s imi lar  age around nearby Polecat  Bench.

Pt inceton Univers i ty  studies in the Bighoro Basin lere funclamental  in del ineat ing

the strat igraphy and rc lar ionship betrveen t i re rept j l ian (d inosaur)  fossi ls  of  the Cte-

taccous xnd the abLrndant (about one hundred genera in North America) mxmmir ls of
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the Paleocene. At the other nearby sites, as ar Bea.rcleek, teeth aod jaws of primitive
primates, which lived about sixty million yenrs agoj were abundant. The studies at
Rock Bench Quarry, Polecat Bench, Dry Creek, aod elsewhere heiped toward the estab-
lishment of the Yello'cqstooe Bighorn Research Ass<xiarion, first in tents at Siegffiedt's
"Piney Deil" above Red Lodge in 1930, later with permaoent buildings. Regular summer
geology courses for universiq. credit were offered in field techniques, mapping, and
structural geology. AlthoLrgh the work of maoy weor inro the establishment of the
Research Association, Dr. Siegfriedt characteristically supptied his full measure of
enrhusiasm. The group, according to .he Red Lodge Pickett-Joumal of 12 June 1930,
was sponsored by Princeton Universiry, the Uoiversity of Montaoa, and rhe Moflraoa
Bureau of lr{ines. Dr. Nflilliam T. Thom, Jr. ( Princeton) and Dr. J. P. Rowe (Uni-
versity of tr{ontaoa), the chief administrators, were assisted by Dr. R. M. Fieid and Dr.
Eding Dorf (Princeton). Guest scieotists were expeced for rhe opening sessions,
from Cambridge University, University of Freiburg, Institute of Aachen, and Charles
University of Prague. Local supporters were J, F. Brophy, O. J. Rice, William Freakes,
and Dr. J. C. F. Siegfriedt; assistance by rhe Nolrherrr Pacific Railroad Con.rpany and
Senatot Thomas J. \Walsh was acknowledged. A Pickett'lournal article on 26 June
1930 gave a somewhat differeot table of ofganizariol and arrnourrced an Inreroatiooal
Congress of Geology arul Paieontology for 1932. "fhe Carbon County Nea,r had articles
on Siegfriedt's camp io 9 April, 11 June, and 18 June 1931, and on 22 furc l)32.

A history of the organizational and scientific development of the Yeliowstone
Bighorn Research Association has been written by Michael Kennedy (1979). Un-
fortuoately, Siegfriedt himsetf nwer published.
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