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INTRODUCTION 

When Mount Rushmore National Memorial was authorized in 1925, 

approximately 1280 acres of Black Hills forest land were set aside to 

"commemorate the achievements of the four Presidents. . ." (53 STAT. 

434). Artist Gutzon Borglum then spent fourteen years creating a work 

he felt worthy of "reminding Americans of this country's achievements 

of the past, and hope a democratic society offers for the future" 

(National Park Service n.d. b: 1). His prominent sculptures, however, 

make up a very small portion of Memorial Lands; the remaining area 

is primarily covered by dense Ponderosa Pine forest, crossed by rugged 

canyons,and dotted with stark, jagged granite outcrops. 

Visitor access to the sculptures and headquarters area is by State 

Highway 87, the Borglum Memorial Highway, which meanders from the 

Memorial's eastern border to the northwestern corner (Fig. 1). The 

visitor area consists of a 500-car parking lot; visitor center and 

administrative offices; a concessionaire's restaurant, gift shop and 

dormitory for summer employees; amphitheater; viewing terrace; and 

maintenance buildings. Other structures within the Memorial include 

water storage and sewage facilities as well as residences for permanent 

National Park Service employees. 

This geographically small National Park Service area receives 

approximately two million visitors annually. Due to management require­

ments and resultant thrust of the interpretive program, the Memorial's 

beautiful natural resources are not readily available for public 
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Fig. 1. Location and contour maps of Mount Rushmore National Memorial. 
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enjoyment. The area's Natural Resource Management Objective is "to 

manage the geologic features, the vegetation, and the wildlife to retain 

a natural environment to enhance the sculpture and provide pleasing 

surroundings for the visitor..." (National Park Service 1970). 

The Memorial has received a detailed geologic study (Powell, 

Norton, and Adolphson 1973) and assessment of ground water potential 

(Gries 1960; Powell, Norton, and Adolphson 1973). A check-list of birds 

observed on the Memorial (Appendix A) and herbarium for the region 

(Appendix B) are also available. 

Consideration of the Memorial's cultural resources has been mini­

mal. Some of the tools and other equipment used during carving of the 

sculptures are preserved and displayed for public enjoyment. However, 

the Memorial's archeological potential has never been explored. Other 

than the general story that the Black Hills, Paha Sapa (Brown 1970: 277) 

or Be Sapa (Howard 1972: 302), were sacred to various historic Indian 

groups, aboriginal culture has not been considered at Mount Rushmore 

National Memorial. 

In 1938 the Memorial became a Park Service historic area. After 

the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, it was listed on the 

National Register of Historic Places. 

Anticipatory to America's bicentennial celebration, Mount Rush-

more was slated for special development. Improvements were to center 

on expansion of the transportation system. Construction of two staging 

areas (parking lots) outside the Memorial and development of mass-

transit facilities to area headquarters were planned. Visitor use of 

the area is already at capacity, and bicentennial celebration is 
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expected to augment current tourism. As a result, park planners 

believed that some means of coping with increased visitation was 

essential. 

In conjunction with proposed construction plans, archeological 

survey of all areas subject to disturbance outside the Memorial was 

programmed. Cultural resource inventory and evaluation was also 

planned for Memorial lands. Because Mount Rushmore is listed on the 

National Register of Historic Places the effects of all proposed 

improvements on the area's cultural resources must be assessed (1966 

National Historic Preservation Act). 

However, just before the archeological survey began, Mount Rush-

more was deleted as a bicentennial area and plans for development 

outside the Memorial were dropped. Therefore, the site survey and 

cultural resource evaluation were restricted to lands within the 

Memorial. 

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT AND AVAILABLE RESOURCES 

The Black Hills 

Mount Rushmore National Memorial is located within the Black Hills, 

an isolated mountain mass lying north of the High Plains on the Mis­

souri Plateau. Fenneman (1931: 8) designates this region as the Black 

Hills Section within the Great Plains physiographic province. 

The Hills are the result of widespread regional uplift which began 

some 60 million years ago. This upheaval, which also created the Rocky 

and Bighorn Mountains to the west, affected an area approximately 120 
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miles long and 60 miles wide in South Dakota. Some of the exposed rock 

formations are among the oldest on earth, dating more than two billion 

years ago to the Older Precambrian. The western half of the Black Hills 

is a gently sloping surface of sedimentary formations with little relief. 

The eastern half is highly eroded, exposing a rugged area with peaks up 

to 7000 feet high. Between the Mountain ridges are large basins or 

parklands of lesser relief (Hughes 1949: 267, Mulloy 1958: 15, National 

Park Service 1968: 2-3). 

From the topographic, and hence climatic, floral, and faunal 

standpoints, the mountains present startling contrasts to the surround­

ing territory. These differences, however, add to the variety of 

abundant vegetable, animal, and mineral resources available to aboriginal 

inhabitants of the region. 

The Black Hills receive 6-8 inches more precipitation than the 

surrounding plains (United States Weather Bureau 1966-1972). As a 

result spring-fed lakes and streams are numerous. The coniferous and 

deciduous trees that flourish provide ready timber for campfires, 

shelters, and other purposes. Food plants, such as chokecherry, goose­

berry, squawberry, buffaloberry, currant, wild rose, plum, and grape 

grow along the moist drainages of the plains and at all except the 

highest elevations within the mountains. Early ripening of these plants 

at low elevations and late ripening at higher levels results in a long 

gathering season for nomadic groups of the area. At one time the moun­

tains teemed with large animals such as bighorn sheep, bear, and Wood­

land bison. Elk, antelope, deer, small game animals, and wild fowl are 

still plentiful. Also important archeologically are mineral resources, 
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such as extensive deposits of quartzite, gypsum, mica, onyx, and other 

materials of use to aboriginal groups (Hughes 1949: 267, Wedel 1961: 

160, 275). River gravels in the lower drainages are a convenient source 

of material for stone tools. 

Mount Rushmore National Memorial 

Geology and Topography 

The Memorial itself is located in the heart of the Black Hills, on 

their rugged eastern face. It contains two prominent mountain peaks, 

Old Baldy Mountain and Mount Rushmore (Fig. 1, Plate 1). The resistant 

nature of the granitic and metamorphic rocks (quartzite and mica schist) 

of the Memorial has produced a region of sharp valleys, jagged outcrops, 

and steep slopes (Plates 1 and 2). Elevations within the Memorial range 

from 4420 feet at the Keystone entrance to 5725 feet on Mount Rushmore. 

Starling Basin on the southwest side of the Memorial and Lafferty Gulch, 

which heads in the north central part of the area, are its two major 

drainages. 

There are no usable materials for chipped stone tool manufacture 

on Mount Rushmore. The available granite, schist, and quartzite rocks 

could be used as hammers, mortars, pestles, mauls, etc. However, 

quality knapping materials are lacking. 

Water Resources 

Mount Rushmore lies in the core of the Black Hills where the nor­

mally water-bearing sedimentary rocks have been removed by erosion. It 

is high in the Cheyenne River drainage, on the divide between Grizzly 



Bear and Battle Creeks, both outside the Memorial. Due to the lack of 

water-bearing strata, a continuous ground-water supply is available 

only in the Quaternary alluvial deposits of Starling Basin and Lafferty 

Gulch (Gries 1960). 

Generally, however, running streams and seeps within the Memorial 

provide readily available water. The 19-inch average annual precipi­

tation (United States Weather Bureau 1966-1972) seasonally recharges 

the alluvial water supply. The latter is considered the most reliable 

source of water on Memorial lands (Gries 1960: 2). Several springs 

are located in these alluvial areas and successful test wells have been 

sunk into the deposits (Fig. 1). 

For the past twenty-one years the National Park Service has main­

tained an official weather station at Memorial headquarters. The 

average yearly temperature falls between 40 and 48 degrees Fahrenheit. 

However, it ranges between 98 degrees in the summer to a -25 degrees 

during the coldest part of the year (United States Weather Bureau 1966-

1972). 

The four most reliable natural water sources in the Memorial are 

streams in Lafferty Gulch and Starling Basin, Rushmore Spring (at the 

head of Lafferty Gulch), and an active seep east of the parking lot. 

Nearby Battle and Grizzly Bear Creeks are permanent streams. Beaver 

dams in Starling Basin (Plate 3b) suggest that, at least recently, 

there has been enough available water in this region to support a small 

population of beaver. Water was probably not a problem for aboriginal 

occupants of the Memorial during historic times. 

7 
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Floral Resources 

With the exception of the massive, granite outcrops, all Memorial 

land is forested. Ponderosa Pine is the dominant species at the 

Memorial and throughout the Black Hills (Plates 2 and 4). Aspen, 

cottonwood, white birch, Burr oak, and juniper are the principal 

subdominant trees (Plate 3a). There are also scattered clusters of 

spruce in Starling Basin and Lafferty Gulch. Chokecherry, pin cherry, 

kinnikinic (bearberry), and hazel bush are the most common understory 

cover. 

Topography and exposure are key factors in vegetation location. 

On the north and northeast-facing slopes, growth is extremely dense and 

it is often difficult to walk through the area. This is especially true 

in Starling Basin, the pass between Mount Rushmore and Old Baldy Moun­

tain, and Lafferty Gulch (Plate 3a). 

The more open areas south of the parking lot, around Old Baldy 

Mountain, and in the northeast portion of the Memorial support a variety 

of grasses, forbs, and sedges. These are also common along the streams 

(Plate 3b). 

Plant resources of the area, while somewhat limited, include a 

variety of usable species (Table 1). It is impossible to determine 

exactly what was utilized by Indian visitors, but a knowledge of what 

was and was not available can be helpful in understanding aboriginal 

activity. The Memorial's herbarium (Appendix B) contains a large 

number of species collected from the Mount Rushmore area. 



TABLE 1. FLORAL RESOURCES OF MOUNT RUSHMORE NATIONAL MEMORIAL* 

*(Kirk 1970, Cutler 1966, Gilnore 1919) VJO 

Edible root, flower, tuber, Other: charms, utensils, 
Medicinal bark, bulb, sten, leaf Pot herb Edible fruit, aeed Beverage cooking, construction, etc. 

Yarrow X 
Wild licorice X 
Horseaint X X 
Wood lily X X 
Rose X 
Goldenrod X X X 
Wild strawberry X X 
Bedstraw X X 
Mariposa lily X 
Red clovar X X X 
Clover X X X 
Verbena X X X 
Red elderberry X 
Coneflower X X 
Stoaecrop X X 
Blue thistle X 
White sage X X X X 
Biasing star X 
Rough cinquefoil X X 
Tall goldenrod X X X 
Red raspberry X 
Still goldenrod X X X 
Chokecherry X X X 
Paper birch X 
Peach leaf willow X 
Long leaf willow X X 
Burr oak X X X 
Nodding onion X 
Ponderosa pine X—sugar from cambium and saads X 
Common juniper X X X X 
Shooting star X 
Blue violet X 
Yellow violet X 
Pasquc flower X 
Alfalfa X X 
Blue wood sorrel X 
White paint brush X 
Creamy vetchling X X X X 
Buckwheat X 
Alumroot X 
Spruce X—sugar from cambium X 
Honeysuckle X 
Iria X 
Yellow oxalis X 
Blue aweet pea X 
Penatamon X 
Dandelion X X X 
Cow paranip X X X X 
Starwort X X X X 
Fetid marigold X 
Dock X 
Dog fennel X X 
Fragrant bedatraw X X 
Cinquefoil X X 
Mint X X X 
White aater X 
Woundwort X X 
Plantain X X X X 
Winged pigweed X 
Goosefoot pigweed X X X X 
Quaking aspen X X X 
Kinnikinic X X 
Pearly everlasting X 
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Faunal Resources 

The fauna of Mount Rushmore has never received adequate study. 

Animals observed during archeological survey work include porcupine, 

White-Tail deer, beaver, Red squirrel, trout, Least chipmunk, cotton­

tail rabbit, mice, Rocky Mountain goat, and a variety of birds (Appendix 

A). It is interesting to note that the Rocky Mountain goat was intro­

duced into the Black Hills in 1943 (Camp 1951: 70), and therefore not 

an available resource to aboriginal occupants of the region. Mulloy 

(1958: 19) reports that Black Hills Mountain sheep were once plentiful 

in areas over 5000', which includes Memorial lands. It is also reason­

able to expect that grizzly and black bears, muskrat, racoon, skunk, 

weasel, mountain lion, fox, bobcat, coyote, wolf, and mink would have 

been occasional users of the Memorial in the past. 

CULTURE HISTORY OF THE BLACK HILLS 

Archeological Work 

Curiously enough, the Black Hills have received little systematic 

archeological study even though their probable importance to Plains 

culture history has long been recognized (Hughes 1949: 268). The 

Keyhole and Angostura Reservoir areas adjacent to the mountains were 

studied in conjunction with Bureau of Reclamation flood control projects 

(Hughes 1949; Mulloy 1954, 1958). This work resulted in the only 

detailed reporting of archeological materials in the immediate vicinity 

of the Black Hills. 
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As part of a comprehensive survey of the western high plains, 

E. B. Renaud (1936b) conducted a hasty reconnaissance of the southern 

Black Hills. His report describes in summary form several sites and 

artifacts but gives no analysis, comparison, or interpretation of the 

materials. Renaud (1936a), Buker (1937), and Over (1941) report 

numerous petroglyph sites in the southern Hills. Wedel (1947) and Wood 

(1971) contribute detailed descriptions of pottery from the northwestern 

and northern part of the area. Various writers (Champe 1946: 62-65, 

Schultz and Stout 1954: 244) discuss nearby remains in the White River 

terraces in northwestern Nebraska. 

This limited work, when combined with the historic record, sug­

gests a long sequence of nomadic occupation in and around the Black 

Hills. However, it contributes little concrete information of specific 

aboriginal utilization of the mountains themselves. Sudderth's (1964) 

more recent survey of Wind Cave National Park in the southern Black 

Hills (Fig. 1) adds little substantive evidence to the previously known 

hunting and gathering lifeway characterizing the region. 

Based on research in the northwestern plains, Mulloy (1958: 204-

232) has proposed a chronological sequence for a large area which 

includes the Black Hills. Five general cultural periods are hypothe­

sized: (1) Early Prehistoric Period, (2) Early Middle Prehistoric 

Period, (3) Late Middle Prehistoric Period, (4) Late Prehistoric Period, 

and (5) Historic Period. Materials from all stages are represented in 

sites near the Black Hills. However, few remains are known 

from the mountains themselves, particularly the high forested hills of 

Mount Rushmore National Memorial. 
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Prehistoric Occupation of the Black Hills 

The Early Prehistoric Period is characterized by big game hunting 

and a complementary tool kit for killing and processing. Hughes (1949) 

reports Early Period remains from the Long Site in the Angostura Reser­

voir southeast of the hills (Fig. 2). Sudderth (1964: 26) notes 

Angostura-like projectiles as well as other early lanceolate points 

from the Wind Cave area. Early sites, dating prior to 8000 years ago, 

have also been found to the south and west of the Black Hills (Agogino 

and Frankforter 1960; Agogino and Galloway 1965; Irwin-Williams, Irwin, 

and Haynes 1973; Roberts 1962). Unfortunately, no specific sites from 

this period have been reported from the Black Hills proper, although 

local collectors claim to have found Folsom and other early dating 

projectiles in the high mountain parklands. 

The Middle Prehistoric Period is marked by increasingly warm 

temperatures and concommitant shift in available food resources on 

the Plains (Mulloy 1958: 209). The large game animals, on which the 

early hunters depended, diminished as the lush plains grasslands were 

gradually replaced by steppe. A greater dependence on gathering wild 

plant remains and small game hunting characterizes the Middle Period. 

The McKean Site in Keyhole Reservoir (Mulloy 1954), and Gant, Glendo, 

and Kolterman Sites (Fig. 2) typify Middle Period occupation near the 

Black Hills (Hurt 1961, Newman 1967: 474-477). Sudderth (1964: 64) 

places a variety of points from the Wind Cave area in this period. 

Woodland pottery from the Angostura and Keyhole Reservoirs and other 

small sites suggest sporadic use of the Black Hills region by Late 

Middle Prehistoric Period village groups living further east (Wedel 



Fig. 2. Northwestern Plains and Missouri Plateau. Map indicates selective topographic features and 
archeological sites around the Black Hills in western South Dakota. 
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1961: 256-257, 1947). Gunnerson (1968: 167) reports baking pits similar 

to those of the Southern Athabascan Dismal River aspect in the Angostura 

Reservoir area and around Glendo, Wyoming. Again, no specific archeo-

logical sites dating from this time are known from Mount Rushmore 

National Memorial. 

The Late Prehistoric and Historic Periods in the northwestern 

plains are marked by a return emphasis to the hunting of big game, 

particularly bison. Ludlow Cave (Fig. 2) in northwestern South Dakota 

is an excellent example of stratified Late Prehistoric and Historic 

Period materials (Over 1936). It may well have been frequently used 

as a hunting camp for parties from the Middle Missouri villages (Mulloy 

1968: 195-196). A variety of remains that appear to represent hunting 

camps of these Middle Missouri semi-sedentary horticulturalists are 

scattered over the northwest plains (Wedel 1961: 190, 256-257). This 

suggests that these aboriginal groups sometimes hunted, traded, or 

traveled for other reasons in and around the Black Hills. 

Historic Occupation of the Black Hills 

It is difficult to draw the line archeologically between historic 

and prehistoric occupation in the Black Hills region. The presence or 

absence of European goods is the most reliable criteria (Mulloy 1958: 

213) because basic aboriginal lifeway and material culture changed very 

little until well into contact times. In this respect written accounts 

are indispensable for elucidating specific aspects of late aboriginal 

activity in the area. 


