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Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park is a remarkable site located in northeastern
Nebraska, known for its significant paleontological discoveries. Established to preserve
and showcase a unique fossil bed that dates back approximately 12 million years, the park
has become a vital resource for understanding prehistoric life and the environmental
conditions of that era. The park's history is intertwined with the contributions of key
figures, including Michael Voorhies, a prominent paleontologist whose research has
helped illuminate the significance of this extraordinary location.

History of Ashfall Fossil Beds

Geological Formation

The Ashfall Fossil Beds are situated in an area that once experienced volcanic activity.
Around 12 million years ago, a volcanic eruption caused ash to fall over vast distances,
blanketing the landscape. This eruption played a crucial role in preserving the remains of
numerous prehistoric animals, creating a unique fossil bed that provides insights into the
Miocene epoch.

- Volcanic Eruption: The eruption deposited layers of ash, which eventually led to the
entrapment and preservation of fauna.
- Fossilization Process: The conditions following the eruption, including the type of ash
and the environment, facilitated the fossilization of various species.

Discovery of the Fossil Beds

The fossil beds were discovered in the late 1970s by a local farmer, who unearthed bones
while digging on his property. Recognizing the potential significance of the find, the
farmer contacted paleontologists, leading to a series of excavations and research efforts
that would ultimately establish the site as a state park.

- Key Discoveries: Among the fossils found at Ashfall are those of large mammals such as:
- Horses: Ancestors of modern equines.
- Rhinoceroses: Various species that roamed the plains.
- Camels: Early relatives of today’s camels.
- Turtles and Fish: Indicative of the aquatic environments nearby.



Michael Voorhies: Contributions to Paleontology

Background and Education

Michael Voorhies is a celebrated paleontologist whose career has been significantly linked
to the Ashfall Fossil Beds. He earned his Ph.D. in 1987 from the University of Nebraska-
Lincoln, where he focused on mammalian paleontology and the ecological dynamics of
prehistoric environments.

- Academic Influence: Voorhies was influenced by notable paleontologists, which shaped
his research interests.
- Fieldwork Experience: Extensive fieldwork in various fossil sites provided him with
practical insights and skills.

Research at Ashfall Fossil Beds

Voorhies has conducted extensive research at Ashfall, contributing to the understanding of
the fossil beds and their implications for paleobiology. His work has focused on several
key areas:

- Excavation and Analysis: Voorhies led many excavation projects that uncovered
significant fossil remains.
- Ecological Insights: His research has provided insights into the ecosystem of the
Miocene, including the interactions between species and their environments.

Significance of Ashfall Fossil Beds

Paleontological Importance

The Ashfall Fossil Beds are recognized as one of the most important fossil sites in North
America. The preservation of an extensive array of fossils offers a unique window into the
past, allowing scientists to study:

- Species Diversity: The variety of species found provides insights into the biodiversity of
the Miocene epoch.
- Environmental Conditions: Fossils reveal information about the climate and geography of
the time, including evidence of grasslands, forests, and water sources.

Educational and Recreational Value



Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park serves not only as a research site but also as an
educational resource for the public. The park offers:

- Visitor Center: A well-equipped visitor center that provides information on the park’s
history and exhibits of fossil displays.
- Guided Tours: Educational tours led by knowledgeable staff, allowing visitors to observe
excavation sites and learn about paleontological methods.
- Recreational Activities: Opportunities for hiking, wildlife observation, and photography,
making it a multifaceted destination.

Preservation and Future Research

Conservation Efforts

The state of Nebraska has made significant efforts to preserve the Ashfall Fossil Beds.
Initiatives include:

- Protection of the Site: Measures are taken to safeguard the fossil beds from erosion and
other environmental threats.
- Research Funding: Ongoing funding is allocated for research and excavation projects to
further explore the site.

Future Research Directions

The park continues to be a focal point for paleontological research, with various future
directions anticipated:

- Advanced Techniques: The use of cutting-edge technologies, such as 3D imaging and
molecular analysis, to gain new insights into fossilized remains.
- Collaborative Projects: Partnerships with universities and research institutions to
enhance the understanding of historical ecosystems and species interactions.

Visiting Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park

Visitor Information

Visiting Ashfall Fossil Beds is a rewarding experience for anyone interested in
paleontology or natural history. Essential information for planning a visit includes:

- Location: The park is located near Royal, Nebraska, easily accessible by road.
- Hours of Operation: Open year-round, with specific hours that may vary seasonally.



- Admission Fees: A nominal entrance fee is charged, supporting the park’s maintenance
and educational programs.

Planning Your Visit

When planning a visit to Ashfall Fossil Beds, consider the following:

- Best Times to Visit: Spring and fall offer pleasant weather for outdoor activities.
- What to Bring: Comfortable clothing, sturdy shoes for walking, and water for hydration.
- Educational Materials: Consider bringing a notebook for observations or a camera for
capturing the stunning landscapes and fossil displays.

Conclusion

Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park is more than just a collection of fossils; it is a
living laboratory that continues to provide invaluable insights into the history of life on
Earth. Thanks to the contributions of paleontologists like Michael Voorhies and the
ongoing research initiatives, this remarkable site will serve as a beacon for future
generations of scientists and visitors alike. Whether you are a seasoned paleontologist or a
curious traveler, the Ashfall Fossil Beds offer a unique glimpse into our planet's distant
past and a chance to connect with the natural world in a profound way.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park known
for?
Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park is known for its well-preserved fossils of
prehistoric animals, particularly those from the late Miocene epoch, which were buried by
volcanic ash.

Who is Michael Voorhies and what is his significance to
Ashfall Fossil Beds?
Michael Voorhies is a paleontologist who played a crucial role in the discovery and
excavation of the Ashfall Fossil Beds, contributing significantly to our understanding of the
area's prehistoric life.

What types of fossils can be found at Ashfall Fossil
Beds?
Visitors to Ashfall Fossil Beds can find fossils of numerous species, including horses,
rhinos, and other mammals that lived millions of years ago, all preserved in volcanic ash.



How did the volcanic ash contribute to fossil
preservation at Ashfall?
The volcanic ash created an anaerobic environment that slowed the decomposition of
organic material, allowing the fossils to be preserved in remarkable detail.

What are the visitor amenities available at Ashfall Fossil
Beds State Historical Park?
The park offers amenities such as a visitor center with exhibits, guided tours, hiking trails,
and picnic areas for guests to enjoy.

Is Ashfall Fossil Beds a significant site for scientific
research?
Yes, Ashfall Fossil Beds is considered a significant site for scientific research, providing
valuable insights into the evolution and extinction of species during the Miocene epoch.

What educational programs are offered at Ashfall Fossil
Beds?
The park offers a variety of educational programs, including guided tours, fossil digging
workshops, and school group visits aimed at teaching about paleontology and geology.

Can visitors participate in fossil excavation at Ashfall
Fossil Beds?
Yes, visitors have opportunities to participate in fossil excavation programs during special
events, where they can experience the thrill of discovering fossils firsthand.
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