Operating Schedule:

May 1 up to Memorial Day weekend;
10a.m. – 4p.m. Tuesday through Saturday,
Closed Sunday and Monday.
Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day;
9a.m. – 5p.m. Monday through Saturday
11 a.m. – 5p.m. on Sunday
After Labor Day – Second weekend in Oct.
10a.m. – 4p.m. Tuesday through Saturday
1p.m. to 4p.m. on Sunday. Closed Monday.
By Reservation
School and tour groups may make special
arrangements to visit Ashfall between April 1 and
Oct. 20 with advance reservations. For details and to
make reservations, call the park at (402)-893-2000.
Park Entry Permit and Entry Fee Required
Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park
86930 517th Avenue
Royal, Nebraska 68773
(402)893-2000
ashfall.unl.edu / OutdoorNebraska.org

Under federal and/or state law, discrimination is prohibited on the basis of
race, color, religion, age, gender, marital status, national origin, disability
or political affiliation. If you think you have been discriminated against
in any program, activity or facility or want more information, contact the
Affirmative Action Officer, Nebraska Game and Parks Commission,
Lincoln, NE, 402-471-0641; the Equal Opportunity Commission, Lincoln,
NE, 402-471-2024, TTY / TDD 402-471-4693. USFWS, Division of Bird
Habitat and Conservation, Civil Rights Coordinator, 4401 North Fairfax
Drive, MBSP 4020, Arlington, Virginia 22203.
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www.ashfall.unl.edu / OutdoorNebraska.org

Nearly 12 million years ago, hundreds of rhinos,
three-toed horses, camels, and other animals died
and were buried by volcanic ash around the edges of
a watering hole in what is now northeast Nebraska.
Still locked in their death poses, the amazingly wellpreserved skeletons of these prehistoric beasts lay
undisturbed, wrapped in a blanket of jagged glassy
particles, until the 1970s when scientific study of the
fossilized remains began.
Located 6 miles north of U.S. 20 between Royal
and Orchard in northern Antelope County, Ashfall
Fossil Beds State Historical Park is a joint project
of the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission and
the University of Nebraska State Museum. The park
offers a fascinating and educational experience for
the entire family – a chance to step back in time
and see what Nebraska wildlife was like long before
modern man ventured onto the Great Plains.
Visitors are invited to watch the ongoing
excavation of this unique “time capsule.” An
18,000 square foot “Rhino Barn” protects part of
the deposit, where skeletons are uncovered and
displayed exactly where they are found. Walkways
give visitors a close-up view as paleontologists
carefully brush away the volcanic ash from the
massive skulls of native American rhinos and the
delicate side hooves of tiny ancestral horses.
The Ashfall site is of national importance and has
been featured on the PBS series NOVA, Discovery
channel’s “Super Volcanoes,” in Bill Bryson’s
“A Short History of Nearly Everything,” National
Geographic magazine, Ranger Rick magazine, and in
newspapers worldwide.

About Your Visit

Your first stop should be the Visitor Center to see the
interpretive displays and the working fossil preparation
laboratory. You are invited to ask the paleontologists
about their work. Educational programs are presented
on a regular basis. From the Visitor Center, it is a
short stroll to the Rhino Barn, where new discoveries
continue to be unearthed.
Ashfall is situated on 360 acres of rugged
rangeland in the scenic Verdigre Creek valley.
A nature trail is available to help interpret the
geology as well as the flora and fauna of the area.
Picnicking is permitted in the park, and campers
can use nearby Grove Lake Wildlife Management
Area near Royal and Niobrara State Park for
lodging and camping.
Please do not smoke in the buildings or on the
trails. Pets are permitted, but they must be kept on
a leash. Collecting fossils or other specimens on the
park grounds is strictly prohibited. (If every visitor
took a “souvenir,” one of Nebraska’s natural historic
treasures would soon be gone forever.)
Preservation of Ashfall now and for future
generations is made possible by the generosity
of the Nebraska Game and Parks Foundation,
which purchased the land in 1986, the Burlington
Northern Foundation, and Hubbard Family
Foundation which supplied grants for construction
of facilities. Paleontologists and interpretive
staff at the site are provided by the University of
Nebraska State Museum. The Nebraska Game and
Parks Commission oversees and provides overall
maintenance to the facility.

The Ashfall Story

In 1971, heavy spring rains eroded a deep gully
at the edge of Melvin Colson’s cornfield. Later that
year, paleontologist Mike Voorhies happened to
find the skull of a complete baby rhino protruding
from the side of the gully. It lay near the bottom of a
newly-exposed bed of sparkling gray ash and turned
out to be the first of more than 100 rhino skeletons
excavated by University of Nebraska State Museum
crews at what became known as the Ashfall Site.
This wasn’t the first time fossils had been found
on the Colson farm. Long before the ash bed and its
trove of skeletons were exposed to view, scattered
bones had been collected from a bed of sandstone,
which forms a ledge beneath the ash bed. As early as
the 1920s, local youngsters found bone fragments on
the rocky hillsides. Then, in 1953, Donald Peterson
found a partial rhino skull in the sandstone and
reported it to the Museum. This important specimen
is now on display in the Visitor Center at the park.

The isolated skull found by Mr. Peterson is a
good example of the sort of fossil that have made
Nebraska’s Niobrara River valley famous in the
world of paleontology. For more than a 100 years,
bone hunters have searched the sandstone walls
of the Niobrara and its tributaries for remains
of ancient mammals. This area contains North
America’s most complete record of the 20-millionyear history of grassland animals.

to break up and scatter skeletons soon after an animal dies.
It is extremely rare for whole herds of animals to die
and be buried so quickly that their carcasses remain
largely intact, as has happened at Ashfall. In the ash
bed, some rhinos were literally buried in their tracks,
with their last footprints clearly visible. Some females
have calves next to them, while others have unborn
young inside. Many contain the fossilized remains of
their last mouthful of grass.
If a time machine were to transport you back 12
million years, you would find a Nebraska covered with
sub-tropical grasses and patches of jungle. Discoveries
at Ashfall give a detailed picture of what you’d see on
such an imaginary safari. Only a fraction of the site
has been excavated, so much remains to be learned.
However, it is clear that before the catastrophic ashfall
occurred, the area was inhabited by a rich variety of
life reminiscent of modern East African savannas.
More than 50 species of animals and plants have been
identified from fossils collected just below the ash bed.

As excavation of the site continues, hopes are high
that a skeleton of one of the large extinct predators,
like a sabertooth cat or bear-dog, will be found. Bite
marks on bones already collected and even fossilized
droppings full of chewed bone give proof that big
meat-eaters were close at hand. Perhaps you will be on
hand when a park paleontologist brushes ash from the
gleaming saber of a great rhino-killing cat, exposing
it to the sunlight for the first time in nearly 12 million
years!

Disaster Strikes

Sweeping across the plains, like a gray blizzard, the
sudden fall of volcanic ash must have devastated the
landscape. Confused and choking, the animals began
to die. Scientists have shown that the ash that killed
and eventually buried the animals at the park blew
eastward from a huge volcanic eruption in what is now
southwestern Idaho. Part of the great cloud of abrasive
dust settled out to a foot or so deep over much of
northern Nebraska, then it began to blow around like
fresh snow. Eventually the high ground was blown free
of ash, but low-lying areas like the marshy pond at the
Ashfall site were filled to depths of eight feet or more.

The Victims - 1. Barrel-bodied rhino, 2. Crowned crane, 3. Giant tortoise. In addition to those shown,
fossils found in the ash include five species of horses, ranging in size from a sheep to a Shetland pony;
three kinds of camels; a hornless, sabertooth deer, and small predators resembling foxes and raccoons.
Hornless Rhino

Oreodont

(2 tons)

(Leaf-eating mammal 150 pounds)

Giraffe Camel
(1 ton)

Hedgehog
(8 ounces)

Bone-Crushing Dog Horned Rodent
(150 pounds)

(2 pounds)

Before the Eruption

A Prairie Pompeii

Even by Niobrara valley standards, preservation of
the skeletons in the ash bed is exceptional. Most fossils
found elsewhere are incomplete – a jaw here, a leg bone
there. That’s because natural decay and scavengers tend

Elusive Predators

Like detectives at the scene of a crime,
paleontologists are trying to discover exactly
what happened at the Ashfall site by studying the
arrangement of the bodies of the victims. At the very
bottom of the ash bed are small creatures such as
pond turtles, birds, musk deer, and small carnivores,
which probably died almost immediately. Just above
these remains in the ash are skeletons of horses and
camels that died next. Many of these early victims
were chewed on by scavengers or were crushed and
trampled by larger animals that survived longer.
Finally, above the horse and camel skeletons are the
rhinos. Along with occasional giant tortoises, they
were the last to die.

Browsing Horse
(100 pounds)

Three-Horned Deer
(150 pounds)

Sandstone below the ash bed contains many partial
remains of animals that lived and died over a long
period of time, perhaps hundreds of years before the
volcanic catastrophe struck. In addition to the species
uncovered in the ash bed itself, a number of other
animals are found.

Four-Tusked Elephant
(5 tons)

Not Shown

Peccary
Pocket Mouse
Gopher
Bat
Shrew
Deer Mouse
Mole
Toad
Frog
Salamander
Lizard
Snakes
Wolverine-like predator

