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Executive Summary 
 

The Historic Housing Area of Wind Cave National Park contains six residences and three 

ancillary structures which were built between 1905 and 1938.  Referred to as the study group in 

this report, the collection of buildings includes all of the housing facilities that were part of the 

Wind Cave National Park headquarters area during the first half of the 20th century. Together, 

they form a significant grouping of historic buildings which reflects a unified architectural design 

theme. This theme was established for the park as part of a master planning process which 

began in the late 1920s. The design theme was developed by the Landscape Architectural 

office of the National Park Service, which was located in San Francisco. The office was headed 

by landscape architect Thomas C. Vint, who has been widely recognized for his role in the 

creation of a comprehensive planning process for the National Park Service. Vint was 

personally involved in the development of the first master plan for Wind Cave National Park, 

which was published in 1931. He also appears to have developed the architectural theme for 

the individual buildings there, which features a combination of stucco and roughly dressed 

ashlar masonry that is unusual for national park architecture of the 1930s.  

 

The purpose of the report is to provide a record of existing conditions and past alterations 

through field study, conditions assessments and archival research. The goal of this Historic 

Structures Report (HSR), as defined by the National Park Service (NPS) is to provide a 

document to guide the interpretation, rehabilitation and maintenance of the buildings. It is 

intended to serve as a guide for the long-term care of the buildings in the Historic Housing Area 

of Wind Cave National Park. Preservation objectives and treatment recommendations for the 

individual buildings are presented in their specific volumes. Archival research conducted for the 

report is intended to provide historical context and to support future maintenance and 

rehabilitation efforts. This is the first HSR to be conducted for these resources.  

 

The Historic Housing Area is part of the “Administrative and Utility Area Historic District, Wind 

Cave National Park,” which was first listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1984. 

Additional information and historic contexts were added to that nomination in 1995. The district 

was first listed for significance in the areas of architecture and conservation and the additional 

context recognized the area’s important association with the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) 

and other federal works programs. The period of significance for this Historic Structures Report 

begins in 1928, with the initiation of the master planning process for the park, and ends in 1942, 

when the CCC camp at Wind Cave National Park was officially abandoned.  

 

The buildings within the area were all built or brought to their current form between 1931 and 

1938. The oldest building in the group is HS-04, which was built ca. 1905 to serve as the first 

park superintendent’s residence. In 1935 and 1936, that building saw substantial interior and 

exterior renovations aimed to follow the design theme established by the National Park Service. 

The first building constructed that aligned with the new design theme was HS-13, a modest 

utilitarian building which housed the park’s first electrical generation equipment.  
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Although eight of the nine buildings in the study group were built before the Civilian 

Conservation Corps established a camp at the park in 1934, the CCC had a significant impact 

upon the housing area. CCC crews supplied labor for numerous improvements to the site and 

buildings. Examples of work completed by the CCC include moving and remodeling HS-05, a 

1924 rangers’ cabin, remodeling HS-04, and adding basements to many of the residences. The 

crews also transplanted hundreds of native trees and shrubs around the headquarters area and 

altered stone retaining walls. The buildings of the study group constituted all of the residential 

facilities in the headquarters area until the 1960s, when a second housing area was developed 

in the former site of the CCC camp. The historic housing group continues to serve a much as it 

did during the period of significance with the exception of HS-04, which serves as an office.  

 

The buildings in the study group are collectively in good overall condition, due to the active 

maintenance by the park staff. The existing conditions for each structure were reviewed on the 

interior and exterior. Based on this review, Immediate and Long Term Treatment 

Recommendations were compiled. Both the Immediate and Long Term Treatment 

Recommendations focus on Rehabilitation as the preferred treatment alternative. Rehabilitation 

was selected in order to allow for the sensitive renovation of the buildings, while allowing for the 

ability to install modern conveniences and amenities, including the selection of potential 

substitute materials for exterior and interior finishes. 

 

The exterior of the buildings in the Historic Housing Area were well documented during and after 

construction. Historic drawings are available for each of these buildings, in some capacity, 

except for HS-12. These drawings clearly indicate the original design intent for the buildings and 

help guide future treatment recommendations for the reconstruction or restoration of missing 

character defining features. The interiors of the buildings were not well documented and 

photographs of the interiors from the period of significance have not been located.  

 

The buildings continue to serve their original functions, as residences, garages and storage, 

with the exception of HS-04, which is now park offices. Even with the office function, the building 

retains its residential scale, form and overall character. The continued use of the historic 

buildings requires that they are well maintained and regularly renovated to provide modern 

conveniences. For HS-04, this includes upgrades required for office occupancy, including 

emergency egress, heating, ventilation and cooling and accommodations to meet the 

Americans with Disability Act (ADA) requirements.  
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Figure 1. Photo of the housing area taken ca. 1935, looking west. (WICA 8754) 

 
 

Episode Summary  
 

Site History  

Long revered by Native Americans, Wind Cave became known to Euro-American settlers in the 

region around 1881, and it soon became a local tourist attraction. Promotion and development 

of the cave led to squabbles among various early promoters, and in 1899 the Government Land 

Office decided that all affiliated homestead and mining claims should be denied and that Wind 

Cave should be “held in reserve as a public resort."1 That action initiated a successful campaign 

to have the property designated as a National Park. No buildings that were constructed during 

this time period have survived.  

 

Episodes have been established to help define important periods of development and to 

establish a Period of Significance for the Historic Housing Area. 

 

Episode 1. Early Operations: 1903-1927 

The legislation which created Wind Cave National Park was signed into law January 9, 1903 by 

President Theodore Roosevelt, a full thirteen years before the National Park Service was 

                                                
1 Karsmizki, Kenneth W. 1995, “Wind Cave National Park Administrative and Utility Area Historic District.” 
National Register of Historic Places, E.5. 
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established.2 Early administrators utilized buildings that were on the site when the government 

took control of the property in 1900, and only a few new buildings were constructed during the 

time period. Two of the existing buildings, HS-04 and HS-05, were constructed during this time 

period, and both of those have since been greatly altered. 

 

Episode 2. Cooperative Design and Development: 1928-1942 

This is also the Period of Significance. The episode was characterized by a close working 

relationship between park staff and the Landscape Division of the National Park Service. All of 

the buildings in this study group were built or brought to their current form and location during 

this time period. Several of the construction projects utilized Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) 

labor, and much of the original landscaping was done by CCC crews.  

 

Episode 3. Working Housing: 1943-1983 

Few major additions or alterations occurred to the study group during this episode. In 1951, 

incoming superintendent Earl M. Semingsen set a goal to upgrade all buildings and utilities over 

the next five years. As a result of that program, most of the houses were insulated, some 

windows were changed, and most of the roofs were changed from wood to asphalt.  

 

Episode 4. Historic Housing: 1984-2015 

The buildings of the study group were listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1984, 

and officially designated as “historical buildings” in park files in 1986. External changes during 

this period were minimal, but all buildings saw routine interior updates. All were also tested for 

hazardous materials, and most were treated for lead based paint mitigation in the 1990s.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2 Long, Barbara Beving, “Wind Cave National Park: Historic Contexts and National Register Guidelines“. 
National Park Service, 1992, 4/25. 
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Current 
Designation  

Original Name Completion 
Date 

Major Alterations Builder 

HS-03 
Superintendent’s 
Residence  

Superintendent’s 
Residence 

1934  Hot Springs 
Lumber Co.  

HS-04 Fire 
Office  

Superintendent’s 
Residence 

ca. 1905 1918, Two room 
addition; 1936-
1937, Converted to 
a Rangers 
Dormitory. 

CCC did much 
of the 
remodeling 
work. 

HS-05 Quarters Ranger’s Cabin 1924 1935, Moved to 
current site and 
expanded. 

1924, Laurence 
Henry Kaudy. 
CCC did some 
of the work in 
1935. 

HS-06 Quarters Employee’s 
Residence 

1934  Hot Springs 
Lumber Co.  

HS-07 Quarters Employee’s 
Residence 

1932  Not found 

HS-08 Quarters Employee’s 
Residence 

1931 1936, Converted 
from dormitory to a 
residence. 

W. A. Kepp 
Construction 
Co.  

HS-11 Upper 
Garage  

Machine Shop 
Shed 

1934  Hot Springs 
Lumber Co.  

HS-12 Old Fire 
Cache  

Fire House 1938  CCC 

HS-13 Window 
House 

Power House 1931  Not found 

 

All Administration Center Buildings, In Order of Construction 
Per plan dates, and Annual Superintendent Reports. 

HS# Date Completed Drawn by/Designed By 

1. HS-04  ca. 1905; Remodeled 1935-36 1905 unknown/1935-36 G. W. H. 

2. HS-05  1924; Moved 1935 1924 “Ready-cut” kit  
1935 Kerr? (illegible signature)  

3. HS-13  June,1931 J. H. G. 

4. HS-08  September,1931 J. H. G. 

5. HS-07  February,1932 H. W. B. (probably Howard W. Baker) 

6. HS-03  August,1934 R. W. A. 

7. HS-06  August,1934 R. W. A. 

8. HS-11  August,1934 R. W. A. 

9. HS-01* 1935 Not researched 

10. HS-02* 1936-38 Not researched 

10. HS-12  1938 Not found 

* Not part of this study 
  

Figure 2. Charts of building names and construction dates. 
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Figure 3. 1939 Site Plan, with Construction Dates and Current Numbers. (Base Map from the 1940 
master plan, on file at Wind Cave National Park) 
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Project Team Members and Methodology  
 

The Historic Structures Report team for the Historic Housing Area consisted of the following:  

 

Project Manager and Preservation Architect 

Susan Richards Johnson Associates, Inc. (SRJA), Kansas City, Missouri 

SRJA served as the Project Manager and Preservation Architect for the Historic Structures 

Report, prepared as-built architectural recordation drawings, performed existing conditions 

analysis and provided treatment recommendations related to the individual buildings. 

 

Architectural Historian   

Deb Sheals (DS), Columbia, Missouri 

Deb Sheals was the Lead Historian, assisted by Andrea Herries. Research for this project 

focused upon identifying construction dates, builders and architects, and identifying how the 

development of the Historic Housing Area of Wind Cave National Park reflected larger historic 

trends.  

 

Structural Engineer 

Structural Engineering Associates, Inc. (SEA), Kansas City, Missouri 

SEA provided structural engineering services related to the existing conditions analysis and 

provided treatment repairs and recommendations for the individual buildings. 

 

Mechanical, Electrical & Plumbing Engineering (MEP) 

Henderson Engineers, Inc. (HEI), Lenexa, Kansas 

HEI provided HVAC, plumbing and electrical engineering services related to the existing 

conditions analysis and provided treatment recommendations for Historic Structures 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 

and 8.  

 

Cost Estimating 

Construction Management Resources (CMR), Mission, Kansas 

CMR provided independent Class C cost estimating services for the proposed immediate and 

long term treatment recommendations. 

 

Historic Materials Analysis and Testing 

Ron Koenig with Building Arts Conservation, LLC from Saline, Michigan was contracted to 

provide paint analysis for the historic buildings. Mortar and stucco samples were analyzed by 

Peter Ellison with Ellison Conservation from Canandaigua, New York. Wood species 

identification was done by Regis Miller, Ph.D. from Madison, Wisconsin. 
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Research and Investigation Methodology & Review Standards  
 
Research for this project was facilitated by a wealth of available primary and secondary 

materials. The most helpful primary materials were found in the park library and archives, 

building files in the park maintenance department, and at National Archives repositories in 

Kansas City and College Park, Maryland (Washington, D.C. area) Files at the local library and 

the county historical society were also consulted. Secondary sources included a number of 

reports on park-specific research projects that were sponsored by the park and/or the National 

Park Service, as well as published works on a variety of topics.  

 

The museum collections of Wind Cave National Park (WICA) offer an abundance of primary 

material about the creation and ongoing operation of the park. Sources on file at the park 

include bound collections of early annual and monthly superintendent’s reports, other early 

reports, and several archival boxes of historical files.3 Research for this project included 

reviewing all annual superintendent’s reports written between 1907 and 1961, all monthly 

reports filed between 1929 and 1940, as well as a more general review of information in the 

historical files and in the park archives. Additional information was provided by a large collection 

of photocopied information prepared by Mark David Spence for “Passages Through Many 

Worlds: Historic Resource Study of Wind Cave National Park.” (Omaha, NE: Midwest Regional 

Office, National Park Service, 2011.) Much of the information compiled by Spence appears to 

have been obtained in the WICA library; some may also have come from the National Archives 

and other repositories. WICA maintenance department records, some of which are filed in 

folders created in the 1940s, were found to contain a wealth of information about the buildings 

of the study group, including summary lists of all changes made from the 1940s to the present.  

 

The WICA museum collection also contains more than 5,300 digital photograph files. The well-

organized photograph files are keyed to the WICA museum database, which contains basic 

information about each of the images. Relevant information from the museum database was 

also provided as an excel file, which was imported into FileMaker Pro software to facilitate 

additional research and analysis. All 5,305 photograph files were reviewed for this study, and 

just over 350 photograph files were found to contain information directly related to the Historic 

Housing Area. A group of 58 photograph files were added to the FileMaker file, which created 

an easily searchable database of image files. Those files include both front and back views of 

individual photographs. The photograph appendixes for each volume of this report were created 

from the FileMaker database; more than 110 historic photo pages have been included in the 

appendixes.  

 

Additional primary information was obtained from National Park Service files and from two 

branches of the National Archives. National Park Service files included digital files of early or 

original architectural drawings for all except one of the study properties. (No historic plans were 

found for HS-12.) Copies of the plans have been included as appendixes for this report.  

 

                                                
3 See the bibliography for full citations of all sources consulted for this project.  
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Records on file at the National Archives included field reports from National Park Service staff 

members who visited the park during the period of significance, as well as copies of reports that 

were sent from WICA to the Director of the National Park Service during the period of 

significance. Although most of the records reviewed at the Kansas City branch of the National 

Archives were duplications of information already on file at the WICA library, the National 

Archives II in College Park, Maryland were much more diverse. The most notable finds at the 

College Park facility included an extensive collection of original hand-colored architectural 

renderings for WICA master plans that were issued between 1931 and 1938.4  

 

Historical context and more information about park operations over the years was supplied by a 

number of previous studies and published works. The most informative of those include “75 

Years at Wind Cave: A History of the National Park,” written by John W. Bohi in 1961, and 

Kenneth W. Karsmizki’s 1990s National Register nominations, “Wind Cave National Park 

Multiple Property Submission,” and “Wind Cave National Park Administrative and Utility Area 

Historic District.” The National Register nominations were accepted by the National Register of 

Historic Places in 1995. The headquarters area was originally listed in the National Register in 

1984; that brief early nomination laid the groundwork for the much more extensive 1990s 

addition, as did Barbara Beving Long’s, “Wind Cave National Park: Historic Contexts and 

National Register Guidelines,” which was written in 1992. Other National Park Service-

sponsored reports of use included a Cultural Landscape Report completed in 2005, a Historic 

Structure Report for the former CCC Officer’s Quarters dated 2008, and the above-mentioned 

Historic Resources Study by Mark Spence, which was completed in 2011.   

 

Published works of a more general nature assisted with overall context. Linda McClelland’s 

1998 book titled Building the National Parks: Historic Landscape Design and Construction, 

provided invaluable insight into the early workings of the National Park Service and the 

important role the San Francisco field office played in the development of the Wind Cave and 

many other national parks. Ethan Carr’s 1998 Wilderness by Design: Landscape Architecture 

and the National Park Service, was also helpful in that regard. 

 

In all, thousands of pages of text, and images have been reviewed for this study. A detailed 

timeline was developed as the work progressed to help place each event into its proper place in 

history, to identify conflicting information and to tie sometimes vague statements to the specific 

buildings of the study group. On-site study and photography of the buildings took place in 

November of 2014.   

 

This report is based upon a combination of field study, data analysis and archival research, 

conducted by a multi-disciplinary project team. The work was guided by Preservation Brief #43: 

The Preparation and Use of Historic Structure Reports and Historic Structure Reports & 

Preservation Plans: A Preparation Guide. All recommendations included in the report have been 

developed in compliance with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of 

Historic Properties.   

                                                
4 Scans of selected master plan pages are included in an appendix for Volume One of this report. 
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Building Code / Life Safety / Accessibility / Preservation Standards  
The building was reviewed utilizing the following standards: 

• Architectural Barriers Act Accessibility Standards (ABAAS) 

• International Building Code 20012 – (IBC) 

• International Existing Building Code 2012– (IEBC) 

• International Mechanical Code 2012 (IMC) 

• International Plumbing Code 2012 (IPC) 

• National Electrical Code 2012 (NEC) 

• National Fire Protection  (NFPA) 

o Standard for the Installation of Sprinkler Systems 2007 (NFPA 13) 

o National Fire Alarm and Signaling Code 2007 (NFPA 72) 

o Life Safety Code 2006 (NFPA 101) 

o Standard for the Installation of Lightning Protection Systems 2008 (NFPA 780) 

• Preservation Brief #43; The Preparation and Use of Historic Structure Reports  

• Preservation Brief #47; Maintaining the Exteriors of Small and Medium Size Historic 

Buildings 

• The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties 

• The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

 

  

Report Organization   
 

The Historic Housing Area Historic Structures Report (HSR) addresses a total of nine buildings. 

While these buildings have a collective history and context, each of them is unique, with its own 

history and building evolution. Therefore, the HSR has been divided into individual volumes to 

address the overall history and context and an individual volume for each building. Volume I 

includes the overall history and development of the Historic Housing Area at Wind Cave 

National Park and an analysis of the historic building materials that were used on each of the 

buildings.  The purpose of the individual volumes is to provide a compilation of the relevant 

history, historic photographs, drawings, assessment, recommendations and cost estimates for 

each building in one location. 

 

Throughout the report, the terms ‘original’ and ‘modern’ are utilized in reference to materials, 

architectural fabric, or room layout. ‘Original’ refers to materials or features which are thought to 

have been added during Episode 1 or Episode 2. Items referencing the period of significance 

date to renovations which occurred during Episode 2 from 1928-1942. ‘Modern’ refers to 

materials and/or alterations made within the last fifty years. The term ‘study group’ is also used 

in many places, to refer collectively to the group of buildings covered by this study.   
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History and Context 

Site History 

Located in the Black Hills of South Dakota, Wind Cave developed within a limestone plateau of 

an antiquated geological system.5 It is a large cave system, identified as the sixth longest 

system in the world in 2015, and is still under exploration and mapping.6  The cave is valued for 

not only its size but also its unique calcite crystal formations. Wind Cave lies below a surface 

topography formed by ancient upheavals of the ground and then reshaped by rivers and winds 

over hundreds of thousands of years. The area is diverse and supports grass plains, forests, 

thermal springs and a wide diversity of plants and animals, including elk, pronghorn, prairie dog, 

deer and bison.  

Wind Cave and the Black Hills are sacred to the Lakota People.7 Indigenous lore tells of the 

reverence given to Wind Cave by Native Americans, and archeological data reveals that these 

same Peoples also occupied the area for use of the hot springs, found in current day Hot 

Springs, South Dakota.8  Although many different indigenous peoples were attracted to the 

Black Hills over time, by the mid-1600s the Lakota had become the predominant Native 

American Peoples who occupied the area.9 They used the land around Wind Cave for seasonal 

hunting, and visited the hot springs into the 1870s, when the discovery of gold nearby brought a 

flood of Euro-American settlers to what is now Custer County.10   

Over a few years in the early 1870s, the nearby town of Custer City became home to some 

11,000 white prospectors, and by 1877 the Lakota were forced to cede their land in the Black 

Hills to the U. S. Government.11  The gold rush in Custer County proved to be short-lived—news 

of richer strikes to the north shifted mining activities to the town of Deadwood in 1876, and the 

gold rush in Custer County faded almost as quickly as it had begun. Cattle ranching, however, 

proved to be more enduring, and the region around Wind Cave saw a steady stream of 

settlement throughout the 1870s and 1880s.12 The advent of railroad service to nearby towns 

such as Buffalo Gap and Minnekahta supported the cattle industry and attracted new residents 

to the southeast Black Hills. 

Homesteaders began to lay claim to land around Wind Cave and the thermal hot springs, and in 

1882 the town of Hot Springs was established approximately ten miles south of Wind Cave. 

                                                
5 Mark D. Spence, “Passages Through Many Worlds: Historic Resource Study of Wind Cave National 
Park,” (Omaha, NE: Midwest Regional Office, National Park Service, 2011), 19-20, 22. Detailed 
geological formation and identification of the Wind Cave area is outlined in this report. 
6 “World’s Longest Caves,” accessed 7-9-2015 http://www.caverbob.com/wlong.htm.  
7 Spence, 12, 16, 81-99.  
8 Long, 2/4; Spence, 12, 16. 
9 Long, 2/4; Spence, 81-99. 
10 Long, 2/4. 
11 Long, 2/4; Spence, 81-99, 133. 
12 Long 2/6, 2/7. Long recorded several ranches that were located within the current boundaries of Wind 
Cave National Park; Spence 129-131.  
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Promotion and development of the thermal baths in the new town helped tourism become a vital 

part of the Hot Springs economy in the 1880s and 1890s.13 

It was during this period that Wind Cave was rediscovered. Although the exact date the cave 

was found varies somewhat depending on the historical account, ranch-hands, and brothers, 

Jesse and Tom Bingham are commonly credited with rediscovering the cave opening north of 

Hot Springs in 1881.14 Jesse Bingham is said to have followed a wounded deer up a ravine 

when he heard a loud whistling noise and observed “grass waving violently on an otherwise 

calm and windless day.”15 Jesse found that a strong wind was blowing from a hole 

approximately eight by ten inches in diameter. The wind is said to have been so strong that it 

blew the hat off of his head when he tried to see inside the hole. When he tried to replicate the 

“hat trick” during a later visit, he was surprised to find that the wind was blowing into the hole 

instead of out, and according to one description, the hat was sucked into the hole “never to be 

seen again.”16 The reversal and velocity of air flow into and out of the cave was caused by 

changes in the barometric pressure and the grand size of the cave, hence the name Wind Cave.       

Throughout the 1880s independent parties, comprised of residents from Custer and Hot 

Springs, began to explore the cave. As knowledge of the cave increased among local residents, 

it was mentioned in several Hot Springs newspapers, and at least one tourist booklet.17 In July 

of 1886 a Custer newspaper reported that a large party of thirty to forty people traveled to the 

cave for a couple days of exploration.18 By the late 1880s it was well known in the area and 

began to emerge as a tourist attraction for the nearby towns of Hot Springs and Custer. Paid 

tours of the cave began in 1890, along with a ten year fight for ownership which eventually led 

to reclamation of the land for settlement by the U. S. Government and the creation of Wind 

Cave National Park.   

McDonalds and Stablers, Managers of Wind Cave 

One of the first men to view Wind Cave as a potentially valuable tourist attraction was Jesse D. 

McDonald, who was hired to manage the property in 1890. The first substantial legal claim to 

control the cave came in the form of mining rights, which were granted to O. F. Day in 1890. 

Day almost immediately sold the rights to John C. Moss, president of the South Dakota Mining 

Company, and Moss hired Jesse D. McDonald in 1890.19 Although McDonald was hired to 

supervise construction and mine assessment in the cave he soon realized that Wind Cave’s 

                                                
13 Spence, 161. See Figure 84 for location of homesteads once located within the current boundaries of 
Wind Cave National Park.  
14 John Bohi, "Seventy-Five Years at Wind Cave: A History of the National Park," in South Dakota 
Historical Collections (Pierre: South Dakota Historical Society, 1962), 1-2. Bohi notes that multiple 
interviews differ on the date and the name of the first white person to find the cave. Those dates are listed 
between 1880 and 1884; Spence, 138.  
15 Bohi, 1-2; Spence, 138.  
16 Bohi, 2. 
17 Bohi, 5; Spence, 187. 
18 Bohi, 3-4, 7-8. 
19 Bohi, 6; Long, 3/14; Spence, 188.   
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value was not in mining but in the formations and wonders in the cave and he began promoting 

it as a tourist attraction.20  

Relatively soon after assuming management of the cave McDonald blasted a larger opening, 

not far from the original small hole that the Bingham brothers had discovered, and built a log 

house directly over the entrance. He lived in the one and one-half story log building with his two 

teenage sons, Alvin and Elmer, while they managed the cave.21 Their work entailed exploring 

the cave but also adding ropes, stairs, setting trails and enlarging passages within the cave, 

often through blasting.22  

Jesse McDonald hoped to attract tourists to the cave by regularly promoting the cave in the 

local Hot Springs newspaper. 23 On an annual basis he invited newspaper editors to visit the 

cave to see its wonders and also advertised that he was going to place specimens on display at 

the Corn Palace of the 1891 Ottumwa, Iowa exposition.24 During his visits to the offices of the 

Hot Springs Star he would report on discoveries of new rooms and passages, describe or often 

bring in formations chipped out of the cave, and list what improvements had been made for 

ease of access into the cave for tourists.  

Improvements to the cave took time and usually occurred over the winter months. In the 

beginning, as early as 1891 and 1892, ropes and ladders were used throughout the cave, rather 

than stairs, and visitors where guided along one of three routes in the cave; the Garden of 

Eden, the Fairgrounds and the Pearly Gates. Each route traveled through different rooms that 

had been named by the guides and tourists alike.25 All visitors who toured the cave wore 

overalls and carried lanterns while traversing over the rough terrain. The guides burned 

magnesium ribbon as an extra light source while leading tours which lasted for hours.26  

By 1893 significant improvements had been made to the tour routes. Visitors no longer needed 

to change clothes, and passages had been enlarged to a point where the need to crawl through 

tight spots was limited. The Garden of Eden route had been extended to an estimated and 

inflated 8 miles and passed through 75 chambers.27 

Articles written by the newspaper reporters who toured the cave offer the most detailed 

explanations of the wonders of the cave and what the tours entailed. One article, dated August 

22, 1890, tried to describe some of the boxwork formations distinctive to Wind Cave.  

                                                
20 Spence, 190. 
21 Bohi, 9-10; Spence, 181, 190. 
22 Bohi, 10 
23 Wind Cave National Park vertical files,” Wind Cave Development and Newspapers.” Sue Burden 
compiled articles concerning the cave from the Hot Spring Star in 1981 for the 100th anniversary of the 
discovery of the cave. The articles where retyped by seasonal employees and are presented in one large 
collection. The articles date to the 1890s.  
24 Long, 3/12; Spence, 190. The first article appeared in the Hot Springs Star on June 16, 1890. 
25 Accounts of cave exploration and tours given by Catherine Stabler are reprinted in Bohi’s work. 
Catherine Stabler was the daughter of John Stabler, who entered into management of the cave with 
Jesse McDonald in 1881; Bohi, 26-28. Room discovery and routes where also recorded by Alvin 
McDonald. 
26 Bohi, 18, 28. 
27 Bohi, 15.  
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But here we must move on to the next place of particular interest, known as the ‘Post 

Office.’ Here are sights that no mind can imagine, or tongue describe, but to know you 

must see….The room is called the Post Office owing to the formations covering the 

ceiling and parts of the walls, very much resembling honey comb, in structure, which are 

called ‘boxes.’ These boxes are cells of a beautiful, thin brown rocky substance…28  

Another article, dated September 30, 1892, described a passage that had been opened and not 

yet written about in detail - the Coliseum Route. The visitor described “delicate” yellow and pink 

quartz formations, frost trees, crystalized popcorn along the ceilings and walls, “various colors of 

pink, venetian red predominating, with pure white interspersed”, “stalactites, stalagmites, and 

pillars…of a beautiful yellowish brown water formation which gives it the appearance of a frozen 

waterfall.”29 The shorter articles may have tried to adequately describe formations brought into 

the newspaper office by Jesse McDonald, giving some detail to the rock, but usually the 

excerpts where filed with notes such as “This morning as fine a box of specimens as ever came 

from that wonderland was brought to the Star office.”30 Whether a lengthy article or short 

excerpt, the descriptors redundantly used, such as beautiful, wonderful, wonderful curiosity, 

unbelievable surprise, glimmer, novel, principal beauties, mineralogical wonder, etc. seemed to 

fall short of the fantastic geological formations which entranced readers and visitors.     

 

Figure 4. Early Cave Visitors. (WICA 566) 

                                                
28 Wind Cave National Park vertical files,” Wind Cave Development and Newspapers.” 1-2 
29 Wind Cave National Park vertical files,” Wind Cave Development and Newspapers.” See article dated 
September 30, 1892, “The Wonders of Wind Cave.” 
30 Wind Cave National Park vertical files,” Wind Cave Development and Newspapers.”  See article dated 
December 26, 1890.  


