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Geoheritage values at Fossil Hill, central western 
New South Wales

SocietyUpdate

t the invitation of Ian Percival, Senior Principal Research
Scientist (Palaeontologist) in the Geological Survey  
of NSW, and Convenor of the GSA NSW Division’ s 

Geological Heritage subcommittee, I was recently afforded the
opportunity and pleasure to visit Fossil Hill near Canowindra in
central western New South W ales. The excursion was co-
arranged and guided by Barry W ebby (Research Associate,  
Macquarie University) and Vic Semeniuk from P erth, both of
whom explained the nuances of the limestone lithologies, fossil
successions, unconformities developed within the succession and
significance of the site from the perspective of geoheritage  
(Percival 1985). The paleontological riches of Fossil Hill and the
nearby area include brachiopods, corals, stromatoporoids,  
conodonts, trilobites and sponges. The fossils have been  
comprehensively documented in the scientific literature over
more than 40 years. Fossil Hill stands as one of the best-described 
Ordovician limestone sequences in eastern Australia, providing
faunal evidence for the regional Late Ordovician shallow-water
biostratigraphic zonation.

Fossil Hill is underlain by the Fossil Hill Limestone of the  
Cliefden Caves Limestone Group (Webby & Packham 1982). The
flanks of the hill expose thinly bedded limestone, determined by
conodonts to be of Late Ordovician age (early Eastonian; Zhen &
Webby 1995), which is moderately dipping and gently folded and
faulted. A continuous limestone succession, unconformably over-
lying the Walli Volcanics, is developed on Fossil Hill and the  
adjacent Dunhill Bluff. The limestone comprises a sequence  
developed during an initial transgression on the Walli Volcanics,
followed by a series of shallowing and deepening water depths.
I was shown the various types of limestones such as fossiliferous
lime mudstone, oolitic limestone and skeletal calcarenite, and
leached horizons due to Ordovician subaerial exposure. The richly
fossiliferous limestones contain in situ and disarticulated large
trimerellid brachiopods (Eodinobolus), orthid and rhynchonellid
brachiopods, bryozoans, gastropods, orthoconic nautiloids,  
numerous in situ hemispherical stromatoporoids and in situ 
tabulate and rugose corals (either forming loosely packed
biostromes or scattered in the lime mudstone), crinoidal lime-
stone and trace fossils (Webby & Percival 1983; Webby 1992).

While there are records of contemporaneous Ordovician  
fossiliferous limestone elsewhere in Australia (such as in
Tasmania) and in this region of central western New South Wales
(Bowan Park and Cargo Creek), the Fossil Hill site is one of the
best-exposed sequences of such limestone in eastern Australia.
It certainly provides a unique window into the sedimentary  

paleoenvironments, fossil groups and biostratigraphy of this part
of the world during the Late Ordovician. The limestone succession
at Bowan Park, west of Orange, is its nearest neighbour in terms
of fossil content, and has similar age and outcrop exposure.

The Fossil Hill site had been under threat in the middle of last
century when a proposed dam on the Belubula River downstream
at ‘The Needles’ gorge would have resulted in prime agricultural
land being inundated and much of Fossil Hill being submerged.
The potential to flood the site was again mooted last year. Thus,
the local Geological Heritage subcommittee remains vigilant in
monitoring the status of any proposed developments in order to
provide information on the geoheritage values of the site. This is
a means to counter threats that would adversely impact on the
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Flank of Fossil Hill with outcrop of thinly bedded Fossil Hill Limestone. 

Close-up of the outcrop of thinly bedded limestones. Both images courtesy 
Vic Semeniuk.
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values of the site. Other dangers to the integrity of Fossil Hill and
the nearby Trilobite Hill include unrestrained collecting of fossils,
which in the case of Trilobite Hill has led to an almost complete
removal of fossils in the available confined outcrop. The land-
holder has been kept informed of the values of the site, and is
supportive of maintaining the site for science and education.  
As such, access to these sites is controlled to ensure that the  
paleontological heritage values remain for future generations.

Fossil Hill is truly a site of geoheritage significance. On a final
note, I offer my appreciation to the property owner Anthony  
Dunhill for permission to visit the site. Thanks to Ian P ercival, 
Vic Semeniuk and Barry Webby for sharing their individual special
interests in the site with me to make the two-day excursion  
a most memorable and educational experience. Thanks to Ian  
Percival and Vic Semeniuk for their editorial feedback.
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Trimerellid brachiopods at the base of the limestone sequence. Image 
courtesy Margaret Brocx.

Burrow structures in lime mudstone, middle section of the Fossil Hill 
sequence. Image courtesy Vic Semeniuk.

Various limestone lithologies from the Fossil Hill section: Trimerellid-bearing limestone [L], skeletal calcarenite [C] and coral-bearing limestone [R].
Images courtesy Ian Percival.


