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This is a story about a mentor and his mentee, 

with a twist harkening back to not long after 

dinosaurs roamed the Earth. 

Let’s start with the fall of 2011, when Harry 

Maisch was a senior at Rutgers University, aiming 

for a career in paleontology. 

He had studied research on fossil sharks and fish 

by Martin Becker, a professor at William Paterson 

University, and was impressed. 

So he sent an email to Becker, looking for 

guidance. The professor, to his surprise, responded 

by inviting him in for a meeting. 

“Everything went from there," Maisch said. 

Becker referred Maisch to the same faculty 

adviser he had, two decades earlier, in pursuing 

his doctorate at the City University of New York 

(CUNY). Maisch ended up enrolling in the same 

program. 

In 2017, when there was a job opening at William 

Paterson for an adjunct professor in environmental 

sciences - Becker’s department - Maisch got the 

job. 

In a span of six years, he had gone from a stranger 

sending an email, to a trusted colleague and 

friend. 

While Becker helped launch his career path, his 

protege found a novel way to say thanks - due to 

an unexpected find while conducting field work in 

Arkansas. 

The two were scouring gravel and sand along a 

hillside when Maisch uncovered parts of 100 teeth 

that, after months of testing and research, he 

determined belonged to a previously 

undocumented species of stingray that lived about 

60 million years ago. 

To put that timeframe in context, that’s not long 

after the dinosaurs became extinct. 

Maisch published his findings last month in the 

Journal of Paleontology, and gave the species a 

name - Hypolophites beckeri. 

That’s right, he named the fossil stingray after his 

mentor. In paleontology, that’s a pretty neat thing. 

“It seemed fitting,” Maisch said during an on-

campus interview with Becker, in which the two 

showed off their matching t-shirts heralding the 

find. 
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How did stingray teeth end up in dry land in 

Arkansas? 

Becker explained that, 60 million years ago, the 

region likely was under the Gulf of Mexico, which 

today is more than 300 miles away. 

Becker, 53, is more than two decades older than 

Maisch, yet the two share the same passion for 

their work. 

Maisch alluded to “that aspect of exploration, the 

thrill of discovery,” as a motivator. 

“You’re finding the remains of an animal that’s 

been dead for thousands or millions of years. 

You’re the first to touch it and first to uncover it, 

which is fairly exhilarating,” he added. 

Becker said that fossils tell the story of the Earth. 

“Fossils speak to sea level change. They speak to 

glaciers that came and have gone. They speak to 

enormous changes in climate, position in land 

masses in time. There’s just so many things 

wrapped up into it,” he said. 

Becker, asked about being a mentor, said he often 

gets as much out of it as those he inspires. 

“A lot of things that I’ve learned over the years 

are from a combination of people, like Harry, that 

also motivate me,” he said. 

Interested in seeing the fossil stingray teeth? 

This spring, they will be added to the vertebrate 

paleontology collection at the Academy of Natural 

Sciences of Drexel University in Philadelphia. 

 


