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ABSTRACT 

The Idaho State Fossil, the "Hagerman Horse", is radioactive at 1,600 counts per minute. 
Naturally occurring radioactivity has been measured at Hagerman Fossil Beds National Monument, 
located in south-central Idaho, in both fossil and mineral deposits since 1996. New information 
from a sampling of over 300 fossils using a Geiger-Muller instrument indicates radioactive emission 
levels in some specimens near 7,000 counts per minute. About 45% of the 300 samples exhibited 
levels above 500 counts per minute. Mineral deposits have also exhibited above ambient background 
levels at about 130 counts per minute. Non-destructive analysis using X-ray fluorescence has 
shown the presence of uranium, iodine, strontium, yttrium and nearly all Lanthanide series or 
Rare Earth elements. The geologic association appears to be that fossils derived from coarse 
grained sediments are higher in radioactivity, than ones found in clay rich deposits, which are near 
ambient background levels. The authors suggest that ancient groundwater transported radioactive 
elements through sand bodies and cavernous basal sections of interbedded basalt flows which 
precipitated out of solution during the mineralization process. Field results indicate that a Geiger­
Muller counter may be a viable tool in the search for and safety determination of fossils. 

BACKGROUND 

Hagerman Fossil Beds National Monument 
(HAFO), was commissioned in 1988 to 
preserve, protect, and provide for the study of 
the Pliocene fossil assemblage. The Idaho State 
Fossil, the "Hagerman Horse", was discovered 
at HAFO, located approximately 90 miles 
southeast of Boise. Over 1,000 fossil sites have 
been mapped with mostly terrestrial mammals 
represented from the floodplain environment 
of ancient Lake Idaho that deposited the 
Glenns Ferry Formation (Malde and Powers, 
1958). At least 111 radioactive fossil sites 
have been documented at HAFO, including the 

"Hagerman Horse Site", but not all of the fossil 
sites have been tested for radioactivity. 

EQUIPMENT 

In 1996 high levels of radiation were 
detected in fossil specimens at HAFO using 
a Geiger-Muller (GM) instrument (Figure 1!­
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