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FOR YOUR SAFETY IN THE CAVERN
You shou ld  w ear lo w  rubbe r-so led  o r non-skid  
w a lk ing  shoes in the  cavern. We also recom m end 
you b ring  a sw eater o r jacke t. For sa fe ty  reasons 
baby s tro lle rs  are no t allow ed.

A  fee  is ch a rg e d  fo r  cave to u rs . G o lden  A ge and 
G o lden  A ccess  P a ssp o rt h o ld e rs  g e t 50  p e rc e n t 
d is c o u n ts . G o ld e n  Eag le P a s s p o rts  a re  n o t 
a p p lic a b le  fo r  cave  to u r  fees.

A D M IN IS T R A T IO N
Carlsbad Caverns N ationa l Park is adm in is tered 
by the  N ationa l Park Service, U.S. D epartm ent o f 
the  In te r io r. A superin tenden t, w hose address is 
3225 National Parks Highway, Carlsbad, NM  88220, 
is in im m edia te charge. For fu r th e r  in fo rm a tio n  
ca ll 505-785-2232.

National Park Service
U.S. DEPARTM ENT OF THE INTERIOR

On the no rtheaste rn  slope o f the  Guadalupe M ou n -
ta ins in southern  New M exico  is Carlsbad Caverns, 
a place o f con trasts . U n like  many o th e r na tura l 
parks, it  reaches deep w ith in  the  ea rth  to  p re -
serve and in te rp re t a sub terranean w onderland  
acclaim ed as "k ing  o f its  k in d ." On the surface, the 
land is harsh and rugged, w ith  the  steep rock- 
s trew n  ridges covered w ith  cactus and o th e r spiny 
p lants. Tem peratures are o fte n  extrem e and ra in -
fa ll is sparse. B ut be low  ground, huge ga lle ries 
lav ish ly  decora ted w ith  de lica te  stone fo rm a tio ns  
are always coo l and m oist.

Some 70 caves are preserved in the  18,916-hectare 
(46,753-acre) park. Carlsbad, the  la rgest, has one 
room  w ith  a f lo o r  area equal to  14 fo o tb a ll fie lds  
and enough he igh t fo r  the  U.S. Capito l bu ild ing  
in one corner.

You can to u r vast underground  cham bers, exp lore 
deep, w in d in g  canyons on the  su rface , s tudy 
Perm ian Age fossil reef, v iew  unusual desert p lants, 
and w itness spectacu lar evening bat f lig h ts  when 
the  m ig ra to ry  co lon y  is in residence.

HOW  THE CAVES FORMED
The lim estone in w h ich  the  caverns fo rm ed  was 
deposited near the  edge o f an in land arm  o f the 
sea du rin g  Perm ian tim es, abou t 250 m illion  years 
ago. Its co re  is a foss il b a rr ie r ree f b u ilt by lime- 
secre ting  algae and o th e r m arine organism s. To 
the  n o rth  are layered rocks  w h ich  fo rm ed  in a 
lagoon behind the  reef, and to  the  sou th  are 
exposures o f ta lus, o r  rock fragm ents , broken 
fro m  the ree f's  c res t by s to rm s on the  ancient sea.

In tim e, g ro w th  o f the  massive ree f was ha lted and 
it  became bu ried  under layers o f sedim ent. A 
p a tte rn  o f c racks then appeared in the  rock w h ich  
set the  stage fo r  the  fo rm a tio n  o f the  caves.

R a inw ater, conve rted  to  a weak carbon ic  acid by 
absorption of carbon dioxide in the soil and decaying 
m a tte r above, seeped in to  the  cracks and w orked  
its  w ay dow n to  the  pe rm anently  sa tu ra ted z o n e -  
w a te r tab le. It then  s low ly  dissolved the  rock  to  
c rea te  im m ense unde rg round  galleries.

As m ountain bu ild ing fo rces raised the  caves above 
the  w a te r table, a ir f ille d  th e ir  cham bers and 
m ineral-laden w a te r f ilte r in g  in fro m  the  surface 
began to  decora te  the  room s w ith  s ta la c tite  and 
s ta lagm ite  fo rm a tions . A fe w  o f these are s till 
s low ly  g ro w in g , b u t no change is no ticed  in a 
hum an life tim e.

THE BATS
For thousands o f years, bats th a t w in te r in M exico 
have used one p o rtio n  o f the  main cavern  as a 
sum m er home. From  la te  spring  u n til the  f ir s t  
m a jo r fro s t in O ctobe r o r ea rly  Novem ber, these 
t in y  f ly in g  m am m als sp ira l o u t o f the  cavern en-
trance in incredible numbers at sunset each evening. 
They fly  sou theastw ard  ove r the  esca rpm ent rim  
to  feed a t n igh t on fly in g  insects a long the  Black 
and Pecos Rivers. B efo re  sunup the co lon y  re -
tu rn s  to  the  cavern w here  the  bats sleep du rin g  
the  day. Up to  5 ,000 bats per m inute  may bo il up 
th rou gh  the  cavern opening, depending on weather 
con d itio n s  and the insect foo d  supply.

THE CAVERN A N D M A N
M ore  than a thousand years ago, p re h is to r ic  In-
dians le ft pa in tings on the entrance wall o f Carlsbad 
Cavern and cooked agave and o th e r de se rt p lan ts 
in a rock  p it  ju s t outside. They w ere  a ttra c te d  to  
the  cavern  because o f the  she lte r it  cou ld  prov ide, 
as were the  Apache Indians o f m ore recen t tim es.

M ore  perm anent se ttle rs  a rr iv in g  a fte r  the  C ivil 
W ar w ere  a ttra c te d  to  the  cavern  by w h a t ap-
peared to  be sm oke against the  sky; fro m  nearer 
the  cave they  d iscovered th a t the  dark c loud 
consis ted o f lite ra lly  m illions o f bats s tream ing  ou t 
o f the  open ing. La ter, fin d in g  huge guano deposits 
beneath the  bat roo s t valuable as na tu ra l fe rtiliz e r, 
the settlers ' in te rest in the cave became com m ercial. 
M in ing  cla im s w ere  file d  on the  "B a t Cave" and 
m ore than  90 ,700  m e tric  tons  (100,000 tons) o f 
guano w ere  rem oved in 20 years.

James Lark in  W hite , a young  cow bo y w ho was 
fasc inated by the  cavern and its  bats, became a 
fo rem an fo r  the  guano m in ing  com panies and 
spent m ore than 20 years exp lo ring , bu ild ing  tra ils, 
and esco rting  people th ro u g h  p o rtio n s  o f the  
cavern. H is e ffo r ts , a long w ith  those o f o thers , led 
to  a v is it by R obert H olley o f the  General Land 
O ffice , to  a 6 -m onth  N ational G eorg raph ic  S ocie ty  
exped ition  under Dr. W illis  T. Lee, and fin a lly  to  
des ignation  o f the  cave as a na tiona l m onum ent in 
1923. A dd itio na l land and caves w e re  added in 
1930 w hen it  became a na tiona l park.

FROM DESERT TO M O U N TA IN S
The landscape o f the  park ho lds as m uch in te res t 
as the  awesom e caves beneath. E levations range 
fro m  1,097 m eters (3,600 feet) above sea level at 
the  base o f the  esca rpm ent on the  east boundary 
to  1,936 m eters (6,350 feet) a top Guadalupe Ridge 
on the  w est boundary . S lic ing  th ro u g h  the rugged 
b a ckcou n try  are num erous canyons w ith  in tr ig u -
ing names like S laughter, Bear, W alnut, Rattlesnake, 
Le fthook , M id n ig h t, Yucca, and Double.

The Totem Pole was form ed on the cavern floo r by droplets of 
water, each holding a m inute quantity o f dissolved limestone 
As the w a ter fell and splashed against the stalagmite, the lime 

it carried precipitated and was deposited on the tip o f the pole, 
building it higher and higher over the centuries

The shape o f the  land in the  park has crea ted  w ide 
v a ria tio n s  in te m p e ra tu re , so il, s u n lig h t, and 
m oistu re , and these in tu rn  have resu lted  in a w ide 
va rie ty  o f life  fo rm s. On the  fla tla nd s  near the  base 
o f the  m ounta ins are creosotebush and o the r

d ro u g h t res is tan t shrubs. In the  canyons, black 
w a lnu t, hackberry , oak, desert w illo w , and o the r 
trees are com m on. The canyon w a lls  and ridge  
tops  are covered m ostly  w ith  agave, yucca, soto l, 
o co tillo , and desert grasses; and at the  h igher

e levations are ju n ip e r, pine, and Texas m adrone. 
In all, m ore than 600 p la n t species have been 
iden tified . In w e t years, a succession o f c o lo rfu l 
annuals cove rs  the  canyons and ridges w ith  a 
ca rp e t o f b loom s fro m  sp ring  in to  fa ll.

W ild life  abounds, a lthough  the no c tu rn a l habits 
and na tu ra l cam ouflag ing  o f m any species keep 
them  fro m  be ing read ily  seen. M o s t com m only

encountered am ong the m ammals are ja ckrabb its , 
ring ta ils , raccoons, skunks, foxes, gophers, w ood 
rats, m ice, squ irre ls , porcup ines, and m ule deer. 
Seen less o ften  are coyotes, badgers, bobcats, and 
m ounta in  lions.

M ore  than 200 species o f b irds, ran g ing  in size 
fro m  tin y  hum m ingb irds  to  the  m ajestic go lden 
eagle, have been id en tified . D u ring  the  sum m er, 
tu rkey  vu ltu re s  g lide  on the rm a l cu rre n ts  above 
the canyons, and cave sw a llow s rea r young in m ud 
nests p lastered high up on the  w a lls  o f several 
caves.

The harsh land is also the  hom e o f m any lizards 
and snakes. None should be feared, b u t the  ra tt le -
snakes should be respected. It is u n like ly  th a t you 
w ill see any, b u t be w a tc h fu l on w a rm  sum m er 
evenings and w hen trave lin g  cross cou n try .

Diagram courtesy of the National Geographic Society

This block diagram gives you the * ' 
scale o f the principal chambers of 
Carlsbad Caverns, the ir position in 
the Guadalupe Ridge, and the 5 kilo-
meters (3 miles) o f tra il descending 25 3  
meters (829  feet) in to the mountain As 
you tou r the caverns, com pare the dia-
gram w ith  the map below to find your 
position



W H A T T O  SEE A N D  DO
A  va rie ty  o f ac tiv itie s  can be en joyed bo th 
above and be low  g round . The v is ito r  cen te r is near 
the  cavern entrance, w h ich is 11 kilom eters (7 miles) 
w es t o f h ighw ay 62-180 a t the  end o f S ta te  Route 
7. The cen te r is open da ily  year-round excep t on 
Christm as. In fo rm a tio n  and o rie n ta tio n  services, 
exh ib its, and in te rp re tive  publications are provided.

From  S eptem ber to  A p r il com p le te  cavern tou rs  
are o ffe re d  con tin u o u s ly  fro m  8 a.m. u n til 2 p.m. 
and s h o rte r e leva to r tr ip s  are o ffe re d  fro m  8 a.m. 
to  3 :15 p.m. B oth  tr ip s  are o ffe re d  fo r  longer 
hours  in the  sum m er. On the  com p le te  5-k ilom e te r 
(3-mile) cavern  tr ip  you en te r the  cave th ro u g h  
the  na tu ra l en trance  and walk th ro u g h  the M ain 
C o rr id o r and the Big Room. D u ring  m ost o f the 
year th is  en tire  to u r is self-guided, bu t du rin g  the  
f irs t  ha lf o f Decem ber, all o f January, and the f irs t  
ha lf o f February you m ust accom pany a ranger on 
a gu ided to u r o f the  M ain  C o rr id o r; you can then 
con tinue  th ro u g h  the  B ig Room on you r ow n. On 
the  2-k ilom e te r (1%-mile) e leva to r t r ip  you exp lo re  
the  Big Room on you r own. Everyone re tu rn s  to  
the  surface by e leva to r. The com p le te  cavern to u r 
is som ew hat s trenuous and is no t recom m ended 
fo r  persons w ith  w a lk ing  o r b rea th ing  problem s. 
The m ost scen ic pa rt o f the  Big Room can be 
reached by w hee lcha irs , w h ich  are available a t the 
v is ito r  cen ter. P ho tog raphy  is a llow ed on all tr ip s  
except ranger-gu ided tou rs . P ho tog raphers  m ust 
stay on cavern tra ils  and m ust n o t res t cam eras or 
tr ip o d s  on cavern fo rm a tio ns .

B at f lig h t p ro g ra m s  are given da ily ju s t be fore  
sunset in sum m er at the  en trance  am phitheate r. 
Exact tim es are posted da ily  in the  v is ito r center.

P rim itive  lan te rn  tr ip s  in to  New Cave, w h ich  is near 
the  en trance  o f S laugh te r Canyon, are available 
seasonally on a lim ited  basis (A gu ide fee  is 
charged.). Inqu ire  a t the  in fo rm a tio n  desk upon 
arriva l. The tra il to  th is  cave invo lves a strenuous 
clim b (152 m eters/500 feet in elevation) and should 
be a ttem p ted  on ly  by those in good physica l 
con d ition .

N atu re  tra ils  near the  cavern en trance  and along 
the  W a ln u t Canyon en trance  road o ffe r  an o p p o r-
tu n ity  to  become acqua inted w ith  p lants o f th is  
sem i-arid land. Guided w a lks  in to  the  desert are 
also scheduled du rin g  the  main trave l season.

S igh tsee ing  by  c a r  can be bo th  en joyable and 
educa tiona l when trave ling  the  park entrance road 
as it w inds  th ro u g h  lo w er W alnu t Canyon and then 
c lim bs to  the  top  o f the  Capitan Reef Escarpm ent. 
A long the  11-kilom eter (7-mile) rou te  are o p p o rtu -
n ities  to  v iew  exposures o f the  ancient ree f and 
lagoon deposits, w ild life , and unusual desert plants. 
Roadside exh ib its  in te rp re t na tu ra l fea tu res  along 
the rou te . On c lear days, a sweeping panoram a o f 
the  e n tire  reef esca rpm ent and the  Delaware Plain 
ex tend ing  m ore th a t 160 k ilom ete rs  (100 miles) 
sou thw a rd  in to  Texas aw aits you on the  ree f crest.

The W a ln u t Canyon Loop Road is a 15-k ilom eter 
(9.5-m ile) one-way gravel road. It le ts you  d rive  to  
the  th resh o ld  o f the  ba ckcoun try . It begins near

the v is ito r cen te r (see map), leads along a ridge top, 
and w inds  dow n th ro u g h  upper W a lnu t Canyon 
past a p ioneer hom estead site.

H ik ing  and  backpack ing  are lim ited  on ly  by the  
am oun t o f w a te r h ikers can carry . Adequate w ater, 
good boots, and top og ra ph ic  maps are essential. 
P erm its are requ ired  fo r  ove rn ig h t backcoun try  
trips . Open fire s  are not pe rm itted .

For sa fe ty , check w ith  a park ranger be fo re  go ing 
in to  the  backcoun try .

C L IM A TE  A N D  SEASONS
Sum m ers are usually w arm  and w in te rs  m ild. 
However, extrem e changes can com e suddenly at 
any season o f the  year. If m o is tu re  com es early, 
sp ring  b rings an abundance o f co lo r as w ild flo w e rs  
and cactus com e in to  bloom . It also b rings s trong  
w inds. In the  sum m er, the  bats are fly in g , agaves 
b loom ing , and the f r u it  o f  the  p r ic k ly  pear cactus 
is ripen ing . T hunde rs to rm s accom panied by b rie f 
b u t o fte n  heavy dow npou rs  may b ring  flash floods  
to  the  canyon bo ttom s. In au tum n  squ irre ls  fa tte n  
them selves on fru its  and seeds, rep tile s  go in to  
h ibe rna tion  beneath the  rocks, and the bats m i-
g ra te  sou thw a rd . In w in te r  the  n o rm a lly  m ild 
w eathe r may be broken by a sh o rtlive d  snow storm  
o r a bone c h illin g  co ld  f ro n t sweeping th ro u g h  on 
gale fo rc e  w inds . In the  cavern the  tem pera tu re  
rem ains c on s tan t at 13°C (56°F) year round . A ve r-
age annual p re c ip a tion  is 35.5 cm (14 in.).

This aerial v iew  o f S laugh te r C anyon show s 
th e  typ ica l rugged , rock  s tre w n  ridges and 
dese rt washes o f th e  park

PRECAUTIONS
The fo llo w in g  suggestions are o ffe red  to  help 
make y o u r v is it safe and pleasant.

A r in g ta il peeks o u t o f its  fa vo rite  hab ita t.

W ear p ro p e r  shoes a n d  c lo th ing . Shoes w ith  syn-
th e tic  soles o ften  s lip  on w e t do w n h ill tra ils  in the 
cavern ; w ear shoes w ith  ru b b e r soles o r heels. 
Boots are advised fo r  surface hikes and the New 
Cave tr ip .

Stay on cavern tra ils  a n d  do n o t run . S teep drop- 
o ffs  and deep p its  lie ju s t o f f  the  cave tra ils  in 
many places, and th in  c ru s tlike  deposits o ften  
concea l cav ities  below. Parents should keep small 
ch ild re n  at th e ir  side. Use the handra ils prov ided.

I f  the e lectric  pow er fails while you are underground, 
stop and rem ain qu ie t u n til the  ligh ts  come on 
again. P rovis ions have been made fo r  such em er-
gencies and standby lig h tin g  w ill be in opera tion

The co lla red  lizard  som etim es runs u p rig h t 
on its  p o w e rfu l h ind  legs

Bats leave the cave 's na tu ra l en trance  on th e ir  even ing f lig h t

w ith in  a fe w  m om ents. Such fa ilu res  are re la tive ly  
rare.

Observe p o s te d  speed lim its . The park roads have 
been designed fo r  s igh tsee ing and no t fo r  h igh -
speed trave l. Be a le rt fo r  deer bound ing across 
the roadw ay, and fo r  people w ho have stopped 
the ir vehic les to  observe o r to  take pho tog raphs.

W atch fo r  ra ttlesnakes  when h ik ing  on the  surface. 
If you should see one, do no t k ill it, s im p ly  de tou r 
around it.

Beware o f  the  cactus and  o th e r desert p lan ts ; the ir 
spines can in f l ic t  p a in fu l in ju ry . The kn ife like  
lechugu illa  agave can even p ie rce  lea the r shoes.

HELP PROTECT YOUR PARK
Touching cavern  fo rm a tio n s  is p ro h ib ited . M any 
fo rm a tio ns  are so fra g ile  they  can be broken by a 
mere touch; all can be stained by repeated handling. 
Once dam aged, the  loss is pe rm anent because 
m ost de co ra tions  are no longer g row ing . Sm oking 
in the  cave also is p roh ib ited .

C o llec ting  o r  d is tu rb in g  rocks, p lan ts, o r w ild life  
e ith e r above o r be low  ground is p ro h ib ite d  by law.

Pets are no t a llow ed w ith in  the  cavern , pub lic  
bu ild ings, o r ba ckcoun try , and m ust be kep t on a 
leash in o the r areas. Kennel service is available.

Entering backcoun try  caves and  undeveloped parts  
o f  Carlsbad Caverns  w ith o u t w r itte n  perm ission 
o f the  sup erin tend en t is p ro h ib ited . C ond itions fo r  
issuing perm its vary  accord ing to  the  management, 
resource, and hazard class o f each cave. M ost are 
closed except fo r  research. D irect requests fo r  
in fo rm a tio n  and app lica tions  fo r  pe rm its  to  the 
superin tendent.

H unting  w ild life , the  possession o f loaded f ire -
arms, the  use o f m etal de tecto rs , and p rospec ting  
fo r  m in ing  cla im s also are p ro h ib ited .

HOW TO REACH THE PARK
Carlsbad Caverns N ational Park is on U.S. 62-180, 
32 k ilom ete rs  (20 miles) sou thw est o f Carlsbad, 
N.M ., and 242 k ilom ete rs  (150 m iles) east o f El 
Paso, Tex., both served by bus and a ir transportation, 
w ith  ren ta l cars and bus service to  the  park.

A C C O M M O D A TIO N S  AND FA C ILIT IE S
A restau ran t, g i f t  shop, nu rsery , and kennel are 
next to  the  v is ito r center. Lunches and re fresh -
ments are also available underground . These fac ili-
ties are p rov ided  by The Cavern S upply Company, 
P.O. D raw er Y, Carlsbad, NM  88220. There are no 
ove rn ig h t accom m odations o r cam pgrounds in 
the park, bu t num erous m otels, cam pgrounds, and 
tra ile r  parks are located nearby. P icn ic fa c ilit ie s  
have been p rov ided  at the  v is ito r  cen te r and at 
Rattlesnake S pring , a detached un it 13 k ilom eters 
(8 m iles) sou thw est o f the  park en trance  on the  
S laughter Canyon Road.


