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. .  we made our way down the stairway 
against the very strong wind and then began 
our descent proper, into the wonderful, inde-
scribably wonderful cave—down, down into 
the very bowels of the earth."'

—an early  exp lorer o f W ind Cave. 1890

What tempted the first explorers of Wind Cave 
to leave behind the ir safe, familiar world and 
venture into the dark, unknown, almost life-
less depths of Wind Cave? Was it a search 
for hidden natural treasures? Curiosity? Was 
it the thrill of going where no man or woman 
had gone before?

Alvin McDonald was not 
yet 18 when he began 
exp loring W ind Cave in 
1890. The diary he kept 
of the cave's inside 
workings documents 
this systematic probe, 
which opened up many 
passages.

Records of the earliest excursions into Wind 
Cave suggest that people entered the cave 
for all these reasons. Today visitors come to 
Wind Cave National Park to meander through 
some of the cave's more than 55 miles of pas-
sageways seeking sim ilar experiences.

However, don't let the park's name fool you. 
There is much more to Wind Cave National 
Park than its underground geological won-
ders. A diverse mix of w ild life , includ ing 
bison, pronghorn, and prairie dogs, dwell in 
the 28,292 acres of rolling grasslands, pine 
forests, hills, and ravines that cover its sun-
lit upper layer. Here you can see a small rem-
nant of the prairie and begin to imagine the 
scene that greeted westward-bound 19th cen-
tury pioneers—not farms and cities, as today, 
but open plains stretching across the middle 
of the continent. A piece of that prairie is pre-
served here in its almost natural state.

The Wind Cave area has been protected since 
1903 when it became our seventh national 
park Although Native Americans may have 
known of the cave, it was not discovered by 
settlers until 1881 when two brothers, 
Jesse and Tom Bingham, heard a loud whis-

tling noise. The sound led them to a small 
hole in the ground, the cave's only natural 
opening. A wind was said to be blowing with 
such force out of the hole that it knocked Jes-
se's hat off. That wind, which gave the cave 
its name, is created by differences between 
atmospheric pressures in the cave and out-
side. This wind can still be noticed at the cave 
entrance.

It was le ft to la te r adventurers like  A lv in 
McDonald to follow  that wind and unearth 
the caves extensive network of passageways 
containing boxwork,“ "popcorn," and frost-
work form ations, and other delicate, irre-
placeable features. Young Alvin and others 
who explored the cave before the turn of the 
century were fascinated by what they found — 
chocolate-colored crystals, formations resem-
bling faces or animals, and chambers that 
inspired names such as the Garden of Eden'' 
and the "Dungeon."

Reports of these discoveries drew a stream 
of curious tourists to the cave. Local entre-
preneurs, inc lud ing the M cDonald family, 
blasted open passages and guided tourists 
th rough fo r a fee. Cave specim ens were

W ind Cave's early pop-
ularity gave rise to com-
mercial ventures such 
as a stagecoach trip  to 
the  cave from  Hot 
Springs. Handbills pro-
claim ed the cave the 
Great Freak of Nature.”

removed and sold. Today the cave's fragile 
features are protected.

To witness the beginning of the formation of 
Wind Cave, one of the world's oldest caves, 
you would have to have been here 320 m il-
lion years ago. At that time parts of the lime-
stone that constitute the upper levels of Wind 
Cave were being dissolved into cave passage-
ways. As ancient ocean levels fluctuated, 
these passages were filled with sediments. 
Beneath the ocean, a thick layer of sediments 
con tinued  to  be deposited above that 
limestone.

About 60 m illion years ago, the forces that 
uplifted the Rocky Mountains also uplifted 
the modern Black H ills producing large frac-
tures and cracks in the overlying limestone.

V is ito rs  who toured 
W ind Cave before it be-
came a national park in 
1903 were led by private 
gu ides who provided 
candles to light the way. 
Groups often stopped 
to pose fo r a souvenir 
photograph.

Over m illions of years, water moving slowly 
through those cracks dissolved the limestone 
to produce the complex maze of the cave's 
passages.

Later erosion changed surface drainage pat-
terns that caused subsurface water levels to 
drop, dra in ing the  cave passages. As the 
modern Wind Cave formed, many of these 
newer passages intersected the original cave, 
revealing the red clay and sandstone sedi-
ments from 320 m illion years ago.

it was after ine  cave formed that most ot the 
colorfu l cave formations began to decorate 
its walls. One of the most prominent features 
in Wind Cave is boxwork (see top photograph) 
—thin, honeycomb-shaped structures of cal- 
cite that protrude from the walls and ceilings. 
Nowhere else in the world can such a large 
display be seen. Some of the better known 
cave formations, such as stalactites and sta-
lagmites, are rare here.

You m ight wonder if a fter m ore than 100 
years of exploration there is anything new 
to discover in Wind Cave. Barometric wind 
studies estimate that approximately 5 percent 
of the total cave has been discovered. In 
1891 Alvin McDonald wrote in a diary of his 
cave trips: "Have given up the idea of find -
ing the  end of W ind Cave.'' The better- 
equipped cavers of today have not given up. 
They are continuing to push farther and far-
the r into the cave's cool, black recesses.
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Vast open prairies can look deceptively 
empty. But take a closer look. A small dark 
shape on the horizon may actually be a bison 
grazing knee-deep in bluestem and other 
grasses. You may glimpse a well camouflaged 
coyote hunting among the prairie dog 
towns. Slowly comes the realization that the 

nutrient-rich plants of the plains support an 
abundance of wildlife. When first established, 
Wind Cave National Park's main purpose was 
to protect the cave and assist visitors in enjoy-
ing it. But by 1912, the protection and rees-
tablishment of native wildlife within the park's 
boundaries was recoqnized as an equallv 
important goal.

Among the park's foremost missions as a 
wildlife sanctuary was the restoration of pop-
ulations of bison (below), elk, and pronghorn 
to the Black Hills. By the late 1880s, these 
animals had been eliminated from this part 
of their range, largely because of uncon-
trolled hunting. The story of the bison's return 
reflects the success of the park's manage-
ment programs. Starting with 14 bison 
donated by the Bronx Zoo in 1913, the herd 
numbers about 350 today.

Other wildlife, including mule deer, cotton-
tail rabbits, and many kinds of birds, live in 
the prairies, forests, and hills of Wind Cave. 
Located near the middle of the country, the 
park embraces animal and plant species com-

mon to both the East and West. Don't be sur-
prised to see ponderosa pines and pinyon 
jays—both Western natives—alongside Amer-
ican elms and eastern bluebirds.

To protect yourself and park wildlife, always 
view animals at a safe distance and stay alert. 
Bison and other animals are wild and unpre-
dictable and may attack if disturbed. Hunting, 
chasing, or harassing wildlife is prohibited; 
guns and other weapons must be packed 
away to prevent their use. Feeding wild ani-
mals is prohibited; even small animals such 
as prairie doqs may bite. Watch for rattle-
snakes, who sometimes live in prairie dog 
burrows and can strike without warning.

A Sanctuary for Wildlife
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Touring Wind Cave Country
W ind Cave National 
Park is in the Black Hills, 
rugged mountains sur-
rounded by pra irie  
where, an observer 
once noted, the lover 
of nature could .. find 
his soul's delight.'' There 
is much you can see 
and do at Wind Cave 
and on your way to and 
from the park.

Several scenic roadways 
lead through the Black 
H ills  to W ind Cave. 
Roadside sightseers 
may particularly enjoy 
the W ild life Loop Road, 
Iron M ounta in Road, 
and Needles Highway, 
w hich w ind through 
p ine-spruce forests, 
meadows, mountains 
and pinnacles of gran-
ite, and lands populated 
by bison, pronghorn, 
deer, and prairie dogs. 
Ask about these and 
o th e r travel routes. 
W arning! Because of 
low, narrow tunnels, ve-
hicles more than 10 'A  
feet high or 10 feet wide 
should not use Iron

M ounta in  Road (Rt. 
16A); veh ic le s  more 
than 11!4feet high or 9 
feet wide should not use 
Needles Highway (Rt. 
87). See map at right 
fo r tunnel locations.

During your visit to Wind 
Cave country, you may 
want to take a trip  to 
places of natural, histor-
ical, or scenic interest 
nearby. Custer State 
Park and B lack H ills  
National Forest, ad ja-
cent to Wind Cave, offer 
a variety o f opportuni-
ties for outdoor recre-
ation. In the more than 
1 m illion acres o f these 
two wiia areas are about 
30 campgrounds; many 
lakes for boating, swim-
ming, and trout fishing; 
hiking and horseback 
riding trails; and picnic 
areas.

W ithin 40 m iles of Wind 
Cave are tw o o th e r 
National Park System 
areas. Jew e l Cave Na-
tiona l M onum ent pre-
serves an 80-m ile-long

Visiting the Park
V is ito r Center W ind 
Cave National Park s vis-
itor center has books, 
brochures, exhibits, and 
slide programs about 
the cave and other park 
resources. Cave tour 
information and tickets 
are available and sched-
ules of activities such 
as talks and nature walks 
are posted. In the sum-
mer, food and gifts are 
sold. The center is open 
daily except Thanksgiv-
ing, December 25, and 
January 1. For more in-

formation, write: Wind 
Cave N ationa l Park, 
RR1, Box 190-WCNP, 
Hot Springs, SD 57747- 
9430; or call (605) 
745-4600.

Park Roads S ig h t-
seeing along park roads 
a llow s you to en joy 
views of the Black H ills 
and see bison, prong-
horn, and other w ildlife. 
Please en joy the sce-
nery from parking areas. 
B icycling is perm itted 
on park roadways only.

cavern decorated with 
spa rk ling  jew e l- like  
calc ite crystals and a 
varie ty of o ther cave 
formations; cave tours 
are g iven . A t M ount 
Rushm ore National 
M em oria l, the m onu-
mental sculpture of four 
American presidents— 
Washington, Jefferson, 
Lincoln, and Theodore 
R ooseve lt—can be 
seen.

As you travel in the area, 
you w ill find that many 
area com m un ities , in -
c lud in g  Custer, Hot 
Springs, and Rapid City, 
as well as some smaller 
towns and Custer State 
Park, provide lodging, 
grocery and camping 
supply stores, gasoline 
stations, and other ser-
vices seasonally o r all 
year. Private cam p-
grounds are also avail-
able in the area. Lodg-
ing facilities and grocery 
services are not ava il-
ab le  in the  na tional 
park.

Backcountry b iking is 
prohibited.

Cam ping/P icnic Areas
Elk M ounta in  Camp-
ground, in ro lling hills 
of ponderosa pine for-
ests and prairie, has 100 
sites for tents and recre-
ational vehicles. It is 
open all year on a first- 
come, first-served basis. 
Picnic tables, fire  grills, 
restrooms, and firewood 
are provided all year. 
W ater is available only 
from about May to early 
October, when a camp-

ing fee  is charged. 
Campfire programs are 
g iven  at the cam p-
ground am phitheater in 
the  summer. Back- 
co u n try  cam ping is 
allowed; a backcountry 
perm it is required. The 
p icn ic  area, located 
in a ponderosa pine 
w ood land, has tables 
and water during the 
sum mer season.

Trails Two nature trails 
explore the grasslands 
and ponderosa pine for-
ests o f the park; trail

booklets are available 
at the v is ito r center or 
tra ilheads. Rankin 
R idge Trail (1 /  miles) 
c lim bs to  the  top of 
Rankin Ridge, the high-
est point in the park, 
for panoramic views of 
B lack H ills  country. A 
ridgetop fire lookout is 
usually open from 8 a m 
to 5 p.m Elk Mountain 
Trail (1 m ile) is a fairly 
level walk that circles 
the campground. Hikers 
can also explore along 
fire roads or by traveling 
crosscountry.

Safety and Regulations
The danger o f w ild fire 
is high year-round Build 
fires on ly  in the camp-
ground and only in fire 
g r ills  or cam pstoves. 
Never leave a fire unat-
tended. Pets must be 
physically restrained at 
all times, and are not 
perm itted in buildings, 
the backcountry, or the 
cave. Off-road driving 
is prohibited.

Exploring the Cave
Cave Tours Ranger- 
guided tours of Wind 
Cave are offered several 
times daily on a sched-
uled basis from March 
through October. Fees 
are charged during this 
period. Free unsched-
uled tours are given the 
rest of the year; the cave 
is closed on Thanksgiv-
ing, December 25, and 
January 1. Cave tour 
tickets and information 
are available at the visi-
tor center, where all 
tours begin.

Approximately 8 o f the 
more than 55 miles of 
passages known to exist 
in Wind Cave are shown 
on the map below.

Three cave tou rs—two 
'A -m ile tours and a A - 
mile to u r—follow 
paved, lighted walkways 
th rough underground 
passages decorated 
with boxwood and other 
fascinating cave form a-
tions. The Natural En-
trance Tour, and the Fair-
grounds Tour, shown on 
map in red and dark 
blue respectively, last 
1 'A to 1 'A  hours and re-
quire traversing 450 
stair-steps. The shorter 
Garden of Eden Tour, 
shown in light blue, 
lasts about % o f an hour 
and requires m inim al 
climbing.

Two spec ia l tours are 
offered from early June 
to mid-August. A 1-mile 
candle light tour, shown 
in purple, allows visitors 
to experience Wind 
Cave as ea rly  v is itors  
may have. Most of the 
tou r route fo llow s pas-
sages where the on ly  
light comes from hand-
he ld  candle-lanterns. 
Bending, stooping, and 
stair-climbing are re-
qu ired  on th is  2 -hour 
trip. Another special 
to u r—the caving tour, 
shown in green, lets vis-
itors experience what it 
is like to explore a wild

3.000-foot passage of 
Wind Cave. Participants 
must be physica lly  fit 
because much crawling 
is required on this 3- to 
4-hour trip  Reserva-
tions fo r both specia l 
tours can be made up 
to a month in advance; 
contact the park for 
reservations or for in -
formation about proper 
c lo th in g , caving gear, 
and age restrictions

A c  ae tou r fo r handi-
cap >pd vis itors or o th-
ers wth health or fitness

lim ita tio n s  may be ar-
ranged at the  v is ito r 
center.

Safety and Regulations
P ortions of the tou r 
routes may be uneven 
or w et and slippery. 
Watch your step and 
wear low -heeled non-
slip shoes. The cave 
tem perature is always 
53°F; wear a jacket or 
sweater. If you have 
heart, breathing, or walk-
ing problem s, o r are 
claustrophobic, talk with

a ranger before taking 
a tour The cave's de li-
cate formations are eas-
ily broken or discolored 
by skin oils; please do 
not touch Smoking is 
prohibited




