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the Columbia in southeastern Washington. It makes a sweeping arc across southern Idaho, through a
profoundly altered during the last 16 million years, as eruptions of molten rock formed the Snake River
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Lake Idaho and the
Glenns Ferry Formation
By about four million years ago, a vast, fresh
water lake covered much of what is now
southwestern Idaho. Known as Lake Idaho, it
formed in a large depression, or graben, created
by faulting in the western Snake River Plain.

within the Glenns Ferry Formation, near what was the eastern end of Lake

Headwaters

a lush habitat for all kinds of animals, including mastodons, ground sloths,

graben. Lake Idaho existed until about 1.7
million years ago, when it eventually drained
through an outlet at the head of Hells Canyon.

Beds National Monument was created in 1988 to protect these worldrenowned fossil deposits.
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what is now Nevada, was diverted to its present

horse (Equus simplicidens); a species that went extinct about 11,000 years ago.
When these animals died they were covered by sediment, their bones
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Massive deposits of clay, sand, and gravel
accumulated in and around Lake Idaho during
its long history, in some places piling up
thousands of feet thick. Geologists refer to
these accumulated sediments as the Glenns
Ferry Formation.
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Ancient
Lake Idaho

Lower Salmon Falls Geology

Lower Salmon Falls Dam
Hagerman Fossil Beds
National Monument

About 5 million years of geologic history are exposed in
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landscape we see today was mostly shaped about 15,000
years ago by the Bonneville Flood, one of the largest in
earth’s history. It originated in southeastern Idaho and
swept down the Snake River, remaking the valley as it
Basalt of Gooding Butte

river, it stripped away the soil and scoured the underlying
lava rock bare. In other places, it left behind sand and
gravel bars, as well as “melon gravels”—large boulders
torn from the canyon walls and rounded as the current
tumbled them downstream.

from lava that erupted from Gooding Butte, also
during the Pleistocene. A thick layer of more
recent windblown sediment now covers this
formation.

Older Basalt
Formation. It dates to about 5.3 million years ago.
It is the oldest rock exposed in this section of the
canyon. Lower Salmon Falls formed as the river
slowly cut through this erosion resistant rock.

Geologic Cross-section

Basalt of Notch Butte
Notch Butte during the Pleistocene Epoch, which
scoured and shaped by the Bonneville Flood.

Basalt of Shoestring Road
Lake Idaho basin about 3.7
million years ago. It is enclosed
within the Glenns Ferry
Formation.

Bonneville Flood Deposits
river were deposited in relatively low energy
side-channels of the Bonneville Flood.

Lower Salmon Falls Dam
Glenns Ferry Formation
Ferry Formation are hidden under landslides along this
a few hundred meters farther upstream.

Alluvial Fan Deposits
process began after the Bonneville Flood, and continues today.

