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Mount Rushmore inspection





Carved into the side of a mountain, four U.S. presidents gaze placidly over the hills, over the pine forest and into the distance of the vast plains to the south. This is Mount Rushmore, one of America’s most recognizable monuments. Admire the scope, scale, and artistry of the monument, then turn around and discover the breathtaking beauty of the Black Hills.


My first visit to South Dakota was more accidental than intentional. On a meandering road trip through the plains of Colorado and Nebraska, I stopped to study a map and to contemplate my next turn. I was only a few miles from the South Dakota border, a place I had never been. The decision was easy—head to Ardmore, South Dakota, get gas, and continue north to explore. I didn’t find gas in Ardmore (population four), but heading north, I did find the Black Hills.


The change from plains to hills is a subtle one. Miles of flatland transform into rolling swells of sparsely covered sand. One sharp incline and the view to the south is suddenly vast, empty, and as calming as staring out to sea. To the north, the soft hills are covered in dark ponderosa pine, the canyons are red, and the sky is an azure blue. This edge—this meeting of two worlds, the best of everything—is what the hills are all about. Farmland turns into ranchland here. Warm springs flow into cold rivers. Eastern birds and western birds mingle. Just 100 miles from north to south and 65 miles from east to west, this "Island in the Plains" offers a remarkable diversity of landscape, wildlife, history, and recreation.
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Badlands National Park
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sunrise





The broad western horizons and plains vistas create a space where storms are visible for miles before they arrive. Lightning streaks sideways across the sky, and rain falls but never reaches the earth. Electric summer afternoon clouds crack open and pour white beads of hail over the grasslands, striking with just enough power to release the prairie scent of sage.


This is not a harsh country, though. The Black Hills are old and round and soft. Home to the American bison, this is a land sacred to Native Americans. Its history is steeped in gold, greed, gambling, gunfights, and broken treaties. It is a land of homesteading and healing waters.


Bestowed with great natural beauty, it has always been a beloved road trip destination. Remnants of the 1950s’ love affair with the automobile remain. Look for old hotels and diners that sport neon signs with names like the Rocket Motel. Roadside attractions abound, too. Pan for gold, visit a vineyard, pet wild burros, or watch a rodeo. Bike, boat, ride a horse, or explore a cave. Hike the highest peak in North America east of the Rockies, or relax in the warm springs of a spa town. It's all here.
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climbing in Custer State Park
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tipi on Pine Ridge Reservation









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Mount Rushmore and the Central Hills


Mount Rushmore is a symbol of American exploration and expansion, a testimony to the visionary dreams of our founding fathers, and a tribute to individual effort and collective achievement. It's also at the heart of local tourism. Served by urban and transportation center Rapid City and supported by the old mining communities of Hill City and Keystone, this mountainous region is the hub of a Black Hills visit.


The Southern Hills


It's all about wildlife, warm water, and history in the soft rolling landscape of the Southern Hills. Custer State Park provides the best wildlife-viewing opportunities in the state, with accommodations that range from rustic to luxurious. Hot Springs originated as a place to travel to "take the cure" in the warm mineral springs that gave the town its name. It's also home to beautiful sandstone buildings and the Mammoth Site. Wind Cave and Jewel Cave are both in this region, and Custer, where gold was first discovered in the hills, provides easy access to all of the Southern Hills attractions, including the ongoing mountain carving of Crazy Horse, which honors the famous chief and the Lakota people who hold the Black Hills sacred.


The Northern Hills


Outdoor beauty and recreational opportunities grace every corner of the hills, and the northern region is no exception. Waterfalls, hiking trails, and biking trails abound in the Spearfish Canyon Scenic Byway, which connects the old mining communities of Spearfish and Lead. But the definition of wildlife is a little more expansive here. Once the stomping grounds of the likes of Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane, this is a place where the raucous spirit of the Wild West flourishes. Gambling, gunfights, and rodeos set the ever-active stage in Deadwood, and the roaring bikes of the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally guarantee that the lights are always on in the Northern Hills.
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the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally






The Badlands



Set in the midst of the vast plains, a wall of tall spires, flat-topped grassy buttes, and craggy eroding cliffs present an otherworldly landscape to visitors. Some 70 million years of environmental change are exposed to the eye, a product of the relentless and creative forces of wind and water. Each layer of time is different in color. When the sun is just right, the landscape of Badlands National Park turns into a wonderland of pastel yellow, dusty pink, burgundy, gray, green, and black. The town of Wall is the northern gateway to the park and home to Wall Drug, the ultimate roadside attraction. The South Unit of the park is located on the Pine Ridge Reservation, home to the Oglala Lakota people. The reservation offers recreational opportunities, art galleries, and historic sites for visitors interested in Lakota culture.
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springtime in the Badlands






Know Before You Go



High and Low Seasons


National monuments and national parks (including Mount Rushmore) are open year-round. In old-fashioned vacation style, the Black Hills of South Dakota are fully open and ready for business between Memorial Day and Labor Day, which constitutes the high season for tourism. In the "shoulder season" (May 1-Memorial Day and Labor Day-mid-Oct.), most attractions are open and there is still plenty to do. If the purpose of your visit is primarily scenic and recreational in nature, there are hotels open year-round in every region.


The weather in the hills is unpredictable, but spring is the season during which cooler temperatures and rain are most likely. It is also the season when the region is at its greenest. Early summer tends to be warm and dry, and brief afternoon thundershowers are not uncommon. Mid- and late summer can be anywhere from comfortable to extremely hot, and temperatures vary greatly between the warmer Southern Hills and the cooler mountain towns. For travelers not tied to a school schedule, early fall can be the best season to travel, with warm days and cool nights. It is my favorite season here.


The Sturgis Motorcycle Rally begins on the first Saturday in August and lasts a week. During the rally, hundreds of thousands of bikers flock to the hills and fill the campgrounds and hotels. Traffic congestion in the parks and on the roads is common during the rally, and room rates are at their highest. For some, it's the perfect week to come, but if the constant roar of motorcycles is not for you, it might be a week to avoid. If you've come to the hills inadvertently during the rally, rooms are generally available and the environment is a little quieter in the Southern Hills, particularly in Hot Springs.


Reservations


It is always possible to find rooms in the hills, with the probable exception of the Northern Hills during the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally. If you desire to stay in the Custer State Park cabins or lodges during peak summer season, however, reservations are recommended—particularly if your heart is set on a specific lodge.


Reservations are also recommended if you are traveling with children who might be interested in digging for mammoth bones. The programs at the Mammoth Site in Hot Springs are very popular. Finally, for history buffs, there are three sites involved when visiting the Minuteman Missile National Historic Site. Of those sites, it is best to make reservations in advance to tour Launch Center Delta-01, home to the missileers and the location of the control keys required to launch the missiles.


Activities


It's a good idea to check the websites of the government agencies that manage the public lands in the Black Hills. The National Park Service, the U.S. Forest Service, and the South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks each sponsor summer activities and generally post information on summer happenings beginning in late spring. If you happen to be here during a full moon, for example, you won't want to miss a midnight hike in the Badlands.


Getting around the hills is not difficult, but if you didn't arrive by car and don't mind driving, plan on renting one. There are many tour companies that provide day trips into each region of the hills, but more options are available if you drive. There are many small airports in the region, but the only commercial airport is in Rapid City.


What to Pack


Be prepared for unpredictable weather in the Black Hills. While summers are generally pleasant and dry, temperatures can soar to over 100°F by afternoon and fall to 50°F in the evening. Caves maintain a temperature hovering in the mid-50s no matter the outside temperature. Wind on the plains can be brisk and strong. Given these weather possibilities, be sure to think in layers when you pack. Cotton T-shirts work well on hot afternoons and can be layered with a long-sleeved shirt in the evening. Bring a windbreaker and pack a sweatshirt for cave tours and cool evenings. Layers are also key to comfortable hiking. Be prepared for afternoon thundershowers and bring rain gear. Even the shortest of hikes can be hard on the feet, and this is especially true in the Badlands. Bring sturdy, ankle-supporting footgear. Another must is sunscreen and sunglasses. And don't forget binoculars. While a bathing suit might seem out of place in this landlocked region, many lodgings feature outdoor hot tubs, a very relaxing way to end a day, and there are many small lakes for swimming.


Dress is casual everywhere in the hills. You can dress up if you like, particularly in the finer restaurants, but jeans are welcome most everywhere.



The Best of the Black Hills



The area of the Black Hills is small, but the variety of experiences offered to visitors in this compact region is outstanding: stunning scenic beauty, a fascinating Native American and western history, and fabulous family roadside attractions. From the longest caves to the largest mountain carvings, from wildlife-viewing in Custer State Park to the wildlife of historic Deadwood, there really is something for everyone.


Day 1: Mount Rushmore


Rapid City makes a good starting point for your exploration of the region. Begin your day with breakfast at Tally's Silver Spoon downtown and then head for the hills. The most scenic way to approach Mount Rushmore is Iron Mountain Road (U.S. 16A). Head south on Highway 79 and take a right on Highway 36, just past Hermosa. About nine miles in, take a right and head north on Iron Mountain Road just as you enter Custer State Park. Bring carrots or apples to feed the wild burros on the way, and wind through the narrow tunnels that frame the monument.
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Mount Rushmore





Spend the morning and early afternoon at Mount Rushmore and then head down the mountain toward Hill City. Stroll the compact boardwalk of downtown Hill City, visit the art galleries and The Museum at Black Hills Institute, then head back to Rapid City.


Spend your evening enjoying Rapid City. Start at Prairie Edge Trading Company and Galleries, then enjoy an evening microbrew and dinner next door at the Firehouse Brewing Company. If a quiet fine dining experience is your preference, stop in at the Delmonico Grill.


Day 2: Badlands National Park


Today is a day of contrasts with a trip to Badlands National Park and Wall Drug. Head east on I-90 and take exit 110 at the town of Wall. Stop in for a quick visit to Wall Drug Cafe to pick up some of its freshly made cake donuts. (If it is off-season, stop by Subway to pack a picnic lunch.) Drive south to the main entrance of Badlands National Park. Meander the Badlands Loop Road, take the short Fossil Exhibit Trail, and stop at the Ben Reifel Visitor Center at the southern end of the park. If you didn't bring food, lunch is available at the Cedar Pass Lodge. Just north of the visitor center are two easy hiking trails, the Door Trail and the Window Trail, which are great for stretching the legs. The Notch Trail is a more strenuous alternative. Continue north on Highway 240, to return to I-90 and head west back to Wall. (You will pass the Minuteman Missile National Historic Site, keeper of the keys of the Launch Facility Delta-09, a good stop for military history enthusiasts. Make reservations in advance for this very popular tour.) Spend a little more time at Wall Drug. The kids will love the backyard, and you will love the bookstore, the artwork, and the hot roast beef sandwich. Head back to Rapid City on I-90.


Day 3: Hot Springs


It's time to shift your base camp into the hills. Head south on Highway 79 to historic Hot Springs. If you love horses, take a tour of the Black Hills Wild Horse Sanctuary. Visit the Mammoth Site and then have lunch at Woolly's Western Grill. Walk the Freedom Trail beside the Fall River and enjoy the town's beautiful sandstone architecture. Visit the Pioneer Museum, treat yourself to a spa experience at the Red Rock River Resort, or bring your swimsuits and take a plunge into the warm mineral waters at Evans Plunge. Head north on U.S. 385 to Wind Cave National Park for a cave tour. Return to Hot Springs for the evening. Plan to stay at the Historic Log Cabins for a rustic experience, or stay at the FlatIron Historic Sandstone Inn for elegance. For dinner, join the local crowd at Dale’s Family Restaurant.
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Black Hills Wild Horse Sanctuary





Day 4: Custer State Park


Head out as early as you can today and plan to eat breakfast at the Blue Bell Lodge in Custer State Park. To get there, drive north on U.S. 385 and take a right (north) on Highway 87. This will bring you right to Blue Bell Lodge. After breakfast, backtrack on Highway 87 for a couple of miles to the park's ranger station entrance and enjoy the scenic Wildlife Loop. Bring your binoculars, because you're likely to see bison, prairie dogs, pronghorn, and another herd of wild burros. (Stock up on carrots and apples again.)




The Great Outdoors


The Black Hills offers inspiring experiences for both the wildly adventuresome and the quietly contemplative. Here are some of the best:


SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST


• Take the Wild Cave Tour at Wind Cave National Park: This four-hour tour will have you crawling through narrow passages as you learn the basics of safe caving and see the deeper sections of one of the longest caves in the world. Hard hats, kneepads, and lights are provided by the park. Heavy gloves and study boots are required, and old clothes are recommended.


• Go rock climbing in Custer State Park: Call Sylvan Rocks Climbing School & Guide Service and have the adventure of your life. Learn to climb in the Needles of Custer State Park or take the best routes with the most knowledgeable climbers in the hills.


• Bike the Mickelson Trail: The Mickelson Trail offers over 100 miles of rails-to-trails riding from Edgemont to Deadwood. There are several companies that will shuttle you to and from any trailhead along the way.


• Backpack the Sage Creek Wilderness Area: Bring plenty of water and sunscreen and spend a few days in the remote and otherworldly Badlands National Park. Camping is free, but facilities are primitive.


• Hike the Centennial Trail: This 111-mile trail highlights the diversity of the Black Hills and runs from Bear Butte in the north through Wind Cave in the south. (Many, but not all, sections of the trail are bike accessible, as well.)


• Run the Lean Horse Marathon: Come to the hills in late August and test your endurance. Originating in Custer, this 100-mile, half-hundred, or 50K race is 99 percent Mickelson Trail and 1 percent in-town navigation. Experience the exhilaration of accomplishment and, after you recover, enjoy a runner's high for months.


GETTING AWAY


• Balloon the Black Hills: Drift over Custer State Park in the open-air basket of a colorful balloon. Bring a new perspective to your sightseeing as you get a bird's-eye view of herds of bison and pronghorn roaming the park.
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one way to get away from it all





• Go fly-fishing: Get out of the car and take some time to fish Spearfish Canyon or Rapid Creek south of Pactola Reservoir. You can rent equipment and explore on your own, or take a guided tour. Streams are stocked with brown, rainbow, and brook trout.


• Golf: Play the Southern Hills Municipal Golf Course just west of Hot Springs. There are stunning views from every tee of the award-winning front nine.


• Hike up Crow Peak: Just south of Spearfish, a hike to the top of Crow Peak will reward you with a gorgeous 360-degree view of the Black Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming.


• Kayak, canoe, or pontoon: Get away from the crowds at one of the most remote lakes in the hills. Check out Angostura Recreation Area in the south, or rent a pontoon boat on Pactola Reservoir in the Central Hills and dive into the water when the sun gets too warm.


• Bike Rapid City: The flood of 1976 ravished Rapid City. Instead of rebuilding in a flood zone that was likely to flood again, the city elected to declare all the land around the creek a park. As a result, there are miles of hiking and biking trails along the riverbanks.





At the end of the loop, head west on U.S. 16A and stop at the State Game Lodge for a light snack or lunch. Continue west on U.S. 16A through Custer, stopping at Jewel Cave, named for its sparkling calcite crystal walls. This is the prettiest cave in the hills.


Return to Custer for the night. Plan to stay at the hillside cabins of the Shady Rest Motel or at the 1950s-themed Rocket Motel downtown. Have dinner at the Sage Creek Grille.


Day 5: Scenic Drive to Crazy Horse Memorial


After breakfast at Baker's Bakery, pack up the car and head back into Custer State Park for the most beautiful drive in the Black Hills. Heading east on U.S. 16A, turn north on Highway 87. (Be careful as it is easy to get turned around in the park.) This will become the Needles Highway. This scenic byway loops around towering granite spires and formations, through a very tight tunnel, and finishes at Sylvan Lake. Avid hikers should note that the best trailhead to Harney Peak is located here. For everyone else, a walk around the lake is a nice alternative. Have a casual poolside lunch or, better yet, walk up to Sylvan Lake Lodge for lunch on the deck overlooking the lake and the granite spires of the Needles formation.
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Sylvan Lake, Custer State Park





After leaving the lake area, continue north on Highway 87 to the junction with U.S. 385. Head south a short distance to Crazy Horse Memorial. This is the only large, ongoing mountain carving project in the world. Watch the video history there and shop for Native American art and jewelry. After your visit, turn north on U.S. 385 and head to Hill City. Enjoy the downtown boardwalk, dine at Desperados Cowboy Restaurant, and stay at the Lantern Inn.


Day 6: Keystone, Hill City, and Bear Country U.S.A.


Today will be a little easier with a little less driving. Have breakfast at the Hill City Cafe this morning and take the early 1880 Train to Keystone. Walk the boardwalk in Keystone, buy some taffy, and enjoy some shopping, but plan on lunch at the Alpine Inn back in Hill City. After lunch, take U.S. 385 north and stop at the Prairie Berry Winery for some wine tasting. As you head back toward Rapid City, be sure to stop at Bear Country U.S.A. on your way. Plan to stay at the Big Sky Lodge and have dinner at the Colonial House Restaurant & Bar.


Day 7: Spearfish, Lead, and Deadwood


Today, we visit the Northern Hills. Have breakfast at the Colonial House and then continue north to I-90. Head west on I-90 to Spearfish. Take the 14A exit and travel the Spearfish Canyon Scenic Byway. Stretch your legs and enjoy the short hike to Roughlock Falls (near the Spearfish Canyon Lodge) and to Spearfish Falls. Have lunch at the Latchstring Inn or save lunch for Cheyenne Crossing. Head into Lead for a surface tour of the Homestake Mine, then continue on to Deadwood. Take one of the local tour buses, all of which will bring you to the scenic and historic Mount Moriah Cemetery, where the graves of Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane are located. Try a hand of blackjack, then enjoy a casual dinner at one of the buffets—or fine dining at the Deadwood Social Club at Saloon No. 10 or at Jake's at the Midnight Star. Stay the night or return to Rapid City via the interstate.


Family Fun


Traveling with children can add a lot of fun to a vacation. With energy to burn, kids encourage us all to take a few more hikes, play mini golf, power a paddleboat, or slide down a mountainside. The Black Hills are extremely family-friendly with attractions like Bear Country U.S.A., Reptile Gardens, Evans Plunge, Wall Drug, and the Mammoth Site.


Day 1: Bear Country U.S.A., Mount Rushmore, and Keystone


Leave Rapid City heading south on U.S. 16, also known as Mount Rushmore Road. This is road-trip heaven for families with children. Stop first at Bear Country U.S.A. Do the driving tour around the park-like setting, and be sure to visit Babyland there.


Continue on to Mount Rushmore National Memorial. Visit the Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center, check out the Sculptor's Studio and enjoy the ranger talk, and then hike the Presidential Trail to the base of the mountain.


Head to Keystone for some creamy gourmet saltwater taffy from the Rushmore Mountain Taffy Shop, take a ride on the Rushmore Tramway, zoom down the Alpine Slide, or head into the trees climbing the ladders and platforms at the Aerial Adventure Park. Have a nice dinner at the Ruby House and spend the night at the Powder House Lodge.


Day 2: Needles Highway and Sylvan Lake


Pack your bags and head back in the direction of Mount Rushmore, but take a left before you get to the monument on U.S. 16A, also known as Iron Mountain Road, a twisting, turning, tunnel-filled scenic drive that heads toward Custer State Park. (Stay on U.S. 16A; do not head toward Mount Rushmore on Highway 244.) Keep an eye out for County Road 753 (Black Hills Playhouse Rd.). This road will enter Custer State Park and join up with Highway 87, which is Needles Highway. These are two of the most scenic byways in the state.


Head north on Needles Highway to Sylvan Lake. Hike around the lake and send the kids out in paddleboats. Have a picnic lunch at the lake or treat yourself to lunch at Sylvan Lake Lodge. Take Highway 89 south to Custer. Spend the night at the Chief Motel, downtown, where a pool is available for the kids. Look for dessert at Bobkat’s Purple Pie Place.




Paha Sapa: Sacred Land


For thousands of years, before mountain men, before Custer, before gold, and before Europeans made their way west, Native Americans called Paha Sapa (the Black Hills) their sacred land. Celebrate the history, culture, and ongoing achievement of the people who first called this region home.


• Sioux History Collection at the Journey Museum: Interactive exhibits and recordings provide an oral history and storytelling approach to the last 200 years of Lakota history.


• Prairie Edge Trading Company and Galleries: Find the best in Native American art, crafts, beadwork, and music in this stunning facility.


• Tatanka: Story of the Bison: A dramatic sculpture of 14 life-sized bison cascading over a cliff, pursued by three Native American hunters, marks the entrance of Tatanka. Interactive displays and Native American interpreters demonstrate how the Lakota people depended upon the bison for food, clothing, and shelter. Learn the history of this magnificent plains animal and explore its relationship to Native American culture.


• Crazy Horse Memorial: Lakota chief Henry Standing Bear and sculptor Korczak Ziolkowski reached an agreement in June 1948 to carve a monument in the sacred Black Hills to show white people that Native Americans had great leaders, too. Crazy Horse, a Lakota leader who never signed a treaty with Washington DC, was selected for the honor, and the memorial began. Today, the complex includes a museum and a cultural center that hosts native artisans during the summer.
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traditional Native American dance regalia





• Art Galleries: Look for Native American art at galleries throughout the hills. Visit the Warrior's Work & Ben West Gallery and the Sandy Swallow Gallery in Hill City, and the Heritage Center at Red Cloud Indian School on the Pine Ridge Reservation.


• Powwows: Native American tribes gather from across the country to celebrate their cultural traditions at powwows, held throughout the region all summer long. Enjoy the flash of color and movement that is the grand entry. Listen to the drums and watch the fancy, jingle, grass, and traditional dances. Taste the best Indian tacos (Indian fry bread with taco toppings).





Day 3: Custer State Park and Hot Springs


Get an early breakfast at the Wrangler Cafe and head into Custer State Park via Mount Rushmore Road. Aim for the Wildlife Loop road just past the State Game Lodge off U.S. 16A. Traveling this road is most rewarding early in the day. Stop to let the kids feed the wild burros (keeping a watchful eye on their fingers!). At the end of the loop, drive south on Highway 87 to Wind Cave National Park for a cave tour. After the tour, continue on to Hot Springs on U.S. 385 south and stop at Evans Plunge. Kids will enjoy the spring-fed pool, as well as the waterslide and the rings. Stay at the Budget Host Hills Inn and play mini golf at the Putt-4-Fun next door. In the evening, take a walk down the Freedom Trail and look for ducks.


Day 4: Mammoth Site, Jewel Cave, and Crazy Horse


Start the day with a visit to the Mammoth Site. (If the kids are interested in digging for mammoth bones, make reservations in advance for the Junior Paleontology Program.) Drive north to Custer on U.S. 385 and plan on visiting Jewel Cave National Monument. Have lunch in town and then continue north on U.S. 385 to enjoy a horseback ride with the Rockin' R outfit. Crazy Horse Memorial is just a couple of miles up the highway from there. Make sure to see the video and take a piece of the rock that was blasted off the mountain home for a souvenir. Continue on, and plan to spend the night in Hill City at the Lantern Inn.
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the Mammoth Site in Hot Springs





Day 5: 1880 Train to Keystone


It's train time! Enjoy breakfast at the Hill City Cafe and then head to the 1880 Train for a round-trip ride to Keystone and back. There's plenty of time to relax and enjoy the scenery as the steam train huffs up the hills and through the canyons. Little ones enjoy waving at the folks at the many train crossings. After the ride, it's time to head back to Rapid City. Head north on U.S. 385 and then follow the signs to Rapid City on U.S. 16. Once on U.S. 16, stop at the Cosmos Mystery Area, a quick but fun roadside attraction. Spend the rest of the afternoon at the fabulous Reptile Gardens, where kids can meet 100-year-old giant tortoises. Interactive demonstrations about raptors, crocodiles, and snakes are offered all day. Continue your journey back to Rapid City and spend the night at Big Sky Lodge.


Day 6: Badlands National Park and Wall Drug


Now is the time to visit an entirely different ecological niche. Travel east on Highway 44 from Rapid City until you come to the southern entrance of Badlands National Park. Stop at the Ben Reifel Visitor Center to get oriented and to check the daily activities. Note times and locations for ranger-guided tours and the Junior Ranger Program. Hike the Door Trail and the Window Trail, and then head north on the Badlands Loop Road. Try to time it so that you can participate in a ranger-guided tour at the Fossil Exhibit Trail. Head out of the park into the town of Wall and visit Wall Drug—a must for the kids. Take pictures of them on top of the jackalope, do a little gold panning in the backyard, and enjoy some ice cream. Head back to Rapid City on I-90.




Quiet Places


Looking for the road less traveled? Enjoy wilderness and solitude? There are hidden places and great campgrounds in every region of the hills.
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You may not be alone in looking for solitude.





THE CENTRAL HILLS


• Horsethief Lake Campground: The closest campground to Mount Rushmore, this primitive campground is not off the beaten path, but feels like it. Run by the Black Hills National Forest, it surrounds a 10-acre lake stocked with rainbow trout and perch.


THE SOUTHERN HILLS


• French Creek Natural Area: This area of Custer State Park has trails marked only by the creek and the boots of other hikers. Expect to see a lot of wildlife. Primitive camping is allowed, but there are no services.


• Cascade Falls: About 12 miles south of Hot Springs, a parking lot with a small sign on the right side of the road marks the spot of this lovely local swimming hole and picnic area. Cross the lot and take the short path down to Cascade Creek. This nearly hidden warm-water, spring-fed pool is a lush spot in the middle of the arid plains.


• Cold Brook Lake Campground: Located in Hot Springs, this small primitive campground is tucked up next to red sandstone canyon walls. The nearby lake is great for fishing and swimming. There are picnic tables, and just past the campground is a dog-friendly wilderness area.


• Backcountry Camping, Wind Cave National Park: Since Wind Cave is most famous for what is underground, the aboveground backcountry of the park is rarely visited. Camping is free; all that's required is a permit. Look for the huge elk herd in the park and avoid run-ins with bison!


THE NORTHERN HILLS


• Spirit of the Hills Wildlife Sanctuary: The animals in this sanctuary are, for the most part, not native to the region. Lions and camels and bears that have been discarded or abandoned find refuge for life in this donation-run safe haven.





Day 7: Rapid City


Take it relatively easy today. Choose either the Journey Museum; Storybook Island, a charming free attraction; or Dinosaur Park, where gigantic dinosaurs overlook the city. Spend some time at Pirate’s Cove Adventure Golf and Prairie Edge Trading Company and Galleries downtown, and enjoy the dancing waters at Main Street Square across the street.


Art, Culture, and History


As you explore the sublime landscape of South Dakota, take the time to steep yourself in history, discover contemporary art, and enjoy some fine shopping while you’re at it.


Rapid City


Main Street Square: On a beautiful day, stop by the square, let the kids splash about in the fountain, take your pick of fabulous shops and restaurants, and enjoy a milkshake at one of the outside tables. Visit with on-site sculptor Masayuki Nagase as he works on the Passage of Wind and Water sculpture project, carving the granite spires into representations of the Black Hills, Rapid City, and the Badlands.
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fountain at the shops at Main Street Square





Prairie Edge Trading Company and Galleries: With artwork that is beautiful, eclectic, and fabulously displayed, Prairie Edge is the most attractive gallery and gift shop in the Black Hills. The best Native American artwork, jewelry, and crafts are featured, and artists are frequently available on-site.


Journey Museum: Fossils, dinosaurs, Native American history, the history of the Rapid City flood, the stars, geology, pioneers and cowboys—this museum has it all.


City of Presidents: Grab a map for the locations of each of the life-sized statues of the former presidents of the United States. Each was sculpted by a local artist and designed to portray a distinct character trait of each of them.


Spearfish


Termesphere Gallery: Named after internationally acclaimed artist Dick Termes, this gallery isn't the easiest place to find, but it's worth the search. Termes’s three-dimensional paintings on spheres are gorgeous, fascinating, and one of a kind.
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internationally renowned artist Dick Termes at his gallery





D. C. Booth Fish Hatchery: A wonderful place to wander and learn the history and purpose of nationally run fish hatcheries. Free and fun for everyone. Watch the oversized trout in the see-through tanks, feed the fish in the ponds, and take a tour with the knowledgeable and enthusiastic volunteers.


Latchstring Inn Restaurant: Location, location, location! Within walking distance of two of the three waterfalls in Spearfish Canyon, this log cabin restaurant has an outdoor patio with unbeatable views. After a short hike to the falls, relax out on the deck with a glass of wine.


Deadwood


Adams Museum: The oldest museum in the Black Hills (built in 1930) includes a display of the first steam train in the hills, artifacts of Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane, and a superb collection of historical photos.


Adams House: After W. E. Adams, a prominent Deadwood citizen, died in 1934, his wife closed up their house and moved to California. It sat, unlived in, contacts intact and untouched, for 50 years. Restored and opened to the public, it’s a vision of historical Victorian-style living.


Mount Moriah Cemetery: Visit the graves of Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane at the scenic cemetery overlooking town.


Bullock Hotel: When gambling breathed new life into the community, new owners completely restored this historic hotel (built by Seth Bullock 1894-1896), once the finest in the West, to its original Victorian splendor. Fans of paranormal phenomena will be happy to know that Seth Bullock's ghost reportedly continues to supervise the kitchen staff.


Hill City


Jon Crane Gallery: Famous for his beautiful and detailed watercolor depictions of historic places and outdoor landscapes, Jon Crane has been perfecting his craft in South Dakota for over 35 years.


Sandy Swallow Gallery: Born on the Pine Ridge Reservation, Sandy Swallow Morgan is an enrolled member of the Oglala Lakota Nation. Her gallery features the works of other Oglala Lakota artists in the region. Sandy was invited to the White House for her painting of Devil's Tower on the White House Christmas ornament.


Warrior's Work & Ben West Gallery: These two large galleries in one location (focused on contemporary fine arts and Native American arts) feature some of the most striking paintings in the hills. It's also notable for the handcrafted leather frames, created by owner Randy Berger.


Prairie Berry Winery: Some of the friendliest and most knowledgeable staff in the hills offer samples of wines created from the fruits, grapes, and honey of the plains. To top it off, the winery features a gourmet restaurant with a lovely outdoor patio. It's just plain fun.


Custer State Park


State Game Lodge: All the lodges in Custer State Park are exceptional, but none beats the State Game Lodge for history and elegance. Built in 1920, this wood and stone lodge was the "Summer White House" for President Calvin Coolidge in 1927. The dining room features the best in South Dakota game including pheasant, trout, and buffalo. Step back in time and watch as herds of bison freely roam the grounds.


Black Hills Playhouse: The best venue anywhere to enjoy summer-stock theater. Deep in the ponderosa pines of the park, high and low culture combines as ticket holders enjoy hot dogs, ice cream, and classic and contemporary plays.


Hot Springs


Historic sandstone buildings: Walk along North River Street and enjoy the beautiful architecture of the sandstone buildings along the street. The sandstone blocks were carved from a local quarry and dominate, with elegance, the historic district of town.
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the Hill City-Keystone 1880 Train
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Mount Rushmore.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center & Museum: Everything you'd ever want to know about Mount Rushmore, its sculptor, the carving process, the wildlife at the park, and even western American history can be found at the center. Did you know that Washington has the biggest nose of all the presidents on the mountain? This visitors center is full of fascinating facts (click here).


S The 1880 Train: Created by rail enthusiasts who refused to allow steam trains to disappear from the landscape, the 1880 Train provides a leisurely trip between Hill City and Keystone (click here and click here).
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S The Museum at Black Hills Institute: The founders of the Black Hills Institute and subsequent museum were involved with the discovery of the famous Tyrannosaurus rex Sue. There are dinosaur bones in South Dakota, and the institute is known for excellent excavation and restoration work (click here).


S Prairie Edge Trading Company and Galleries: This gallery of the best in contemporary and historic Native American arts includes exquisite beadwork, star quilts, powwow regalia, ledger art, and music (click here).


S Journey Museum: The definitive museum of the Black Hills has great interactive exhibits on archaeology, Lakota culture, geology, pioneer history, and local ecology (click here).


S Storybook Island: Fairy tales and nursery rhymes come to life at this children's theme park, where kids can meet the Three Little Pigs, the Cat in the Hat, Winnie the Pooh, and over 100 other characters (click here).


S Reptile Gardens: At this delightful site for kids of all ages, daily shows feature live exhibits and talks about crocodiles, poisonous snakes, and raptors. Best of all are the free-roaming giant tortoises (click here).


S Bear Country U.S.A.: Large animals roam this drive-through park, so you can view elk, bears, wolves, badgers, and wildlife babies from the safety of your car (click here).





Mount Rushmore is an enduring testimony to American exploration, expansion, unity, and preservation. Started in 1927 and completed in 1941, these faces of four presidents—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt—were created by 400 workers, who toiled to carve them into the hard granite mountain. The creators of the monument picked the location well. Gorgeous lakes, spires, and pine-covered peaks surround Mount Rushmore, offering numerous outdoor activities and winding mountain drives.


Hill City and Keystone are a few miles from Mount Rushmore, to the west and east, respectively. Each has seen its share of boom and bust cycles; first it was gold, then mica, then tin, and then a long period of economic recession. When it was time to find a location for the monument, the fact that Keystone had a road, electricity, and a rail line in place clearly made a positive impression. Mount Rushmore brought life back to both communities, but each has evolved in its own direction. Keystone, closest to the monument, is action central, filled with gift shops, restaurants, and attractions. Hill City has evolved into a quaint, charming arts center in the hills.


As the biggest city in the area, Rapid City is the urban heart of the Black Hills. Initially created to serve as the commercial center for the mining towns of the Northern Hills, Rapid City made a concerted run to become the "Queen City of the Plains." It lost the title (and subsequent population growth) to Denver, but as a result of its efforts, the rich historic district has much to offer visitors. Cozy pubs, fine dining, art galleries, and boutique shopping are all within easy walking distance. Centrally located, and with the only commercial airport in the region, Rapid City frequently serves as the start and end point of a Black Hills vacation.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Mount Rushmore and the small cities and tourist industries that grew up around it are filled with sights and activities to delight just about every kind of traveler. It is possible to spend as little as a day here, celebrating American history at Mount Rushmore, or a full two weeks or more, experiencing the outdoor recreation opportunities, museums, galleries, and attractions of the region. In order to experience the best the Central Hills region has to offer, plan to spend a minimum of three days in the area. The Black Hills region in its entirety is compact, but the winding mountain roads in the Central Hills can result in a lot of time behind the wheel, so you'll want to plan your time carefully.
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There are two basic travel strategies for visiting the Black Hills. You can choose a location to use as a base camp and plot a series of day trips around it, or plan a meandering route through the hills, spending one night here, two nights there, as the route and attractions dictate. The ideal itinerary for you will depend on your overall travel plans and personal preference. If you plan to spend more than a day or two exploring the Central Hills, consider Hill City or Keystone as a base camp for your visit, as both are conveniently close to all the attractions of the Central Hills. For a short visit, day trips from Rapid City, just 45 minutes from Mount Rushmore, can also be a successful approach.


If you are starting your journey into the hills from Rapid City, the fastest road to Mount Rushmore is U.S. 16, also known as Mount Rushmore Road. But if you have the time and would enjoy a dramatic approach, go a little out of your way to approach the carving from Iron Mountain Road (U.S. 16A). Iron Mountain Road begins in the south in Custer State Park and then heads north to Mount Rushmore. To drive to Mount Rushmore on this scenic byway, travel south from Rapid City on Highway 79, and then head west (take a right) on Highway 36. Continue for nine miles. Just as you enter Custer State Park, go north (take a right) on Iron Mountain Road. Enjoy the scenery and watch for the faces of Mount Rushmore to appear, framed by one of the tunnels through which the road is carved. Bring carrots for the wild burro herd you are likely to encounter.


Exploring Mount Rushmore


Mount Rushmore National Memorial (13000 Hwy. 244, Bldg. 31, Ste. 1, 605/574-2523, www.nps.gov/moru) is nationally and internationally recognized as a symbol of American freedom and democracy. The park is open 364 days of the year, closed only on Christmas Day; hours vary seasonally. During the summer season, late May-mid-August, the park buildings, including the Information Center and the Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center, are open daily 8am-10pm; mid-August-September 30, hours are daily 8am-9pm. Winter hours, which take effect on October 1, are daily 8am-5pm. The grounds at Mount Rushmore are open mid-March-October 5am-11:30pm and November-mid-March 5am-9:30pm.
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Admission to Mount Rushmore is free, but there is an $11 per car (includes motorcycle or RV) parking fee. The parking permit is good from its date of purchase through December 31 of the same year. Since this is a use fee and not an admission fee, national park passes (including the America the Beautiful annual, Senior, Military, Access, and Volunteer passes) do not waive the parking fee. Walk-ins and bicyclists can visit the monument for free. There are bike racks near the entryway, and bicyclists are welcome to wheel in their bikes with them.


The park is wheelchair accessible, and there is a zone in front of the entryway for unloading passengers and wheelchairs before parking in the lot. Wheelchairs are also available for loan at the Information Center on a first-come, first-served basis. The Presidential Trail is wheelchair accessible from the Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center to the base of the mountain, but not from the base to the Sculptor's Studio. The Sculptor's Studio is accessible to travelers in wheelchairs and other mobility-impaired visitors only through the remote parking lot, which must be arranged with a park ranger at the Information Center inside the park. All other buildings and sites on the grounds are fully wheelchair accessible. Service animals are allowed on the grounds of the park, and there are two pet exercise areas near the upper levels of the parking garage. Other than service animals, pets are not allowed.


HISTORY


Mount Rushmore is the physical manifestation of the imaginations of two men: Doane Robinson and Gutzon Borglum. Doane Robinson moved to South Dakota to practice law and fell in love with the state. A Renaissance man of sorts, Robinson wrote poetry and fiction. He was also fascinated with South Dakota's history. This interest eventually led to his career as the South Dakota state historian. In this capacity, he wrote many historical and biographical papers on South Dakota and its citizens, and collected and archived artifacts for the state historical society. An ardent supporter of the state, Robinson believed that South Dakota could boost its tourism income by creating an attraction that would draw visitors from across the country. It was the dawn of the age of the automobile, and Robinson wanted South Dakota to cash in on this new method of traveling America. After reading about the Stone Mountain project in Georgia, a mountain-carving project under the direction of sculptor Gutzon Borglum, he became inspired. A huge mountain carving seemed the perfect project, and Robinson contacted sculptor Gutzon Borglum in 1924 to see if he would be interested in such an endeavor. Borglum accepted the challenge, and the Mount Rushmore project began. While Robinson was the man behind the idea of a mountain carving, it was the vision of Gutzon Borglum that brought the presidential theme to the table, and finally to fruition.


Gutzon Borglum, born in Idaho in 1867, spent many of his formative years moving with his family. In addition to Idaho, the family lived in Utah, Nebraska, Kansas, and California, where Gutzon began his artistic career. Early success allowed him to pursue his studies overseas. He spent two years in Paris, where he was befriended by the famous French sculptor Auguste Rodin. He spent another year in Spain and five years in England, where he continued to experience a level of success most artists only dream of, including an exhibition of some of his pieces for Queen Victoria at Windsor Castle. Borglum finally returned to the United States in 1901 and brought with him a desire to create a distinctly American art form. Drawn to large surfaces, one of his first projects was a bust of Abraham Lincoln that stood nearly 40 inches tall and weighed about 375 pounds. Lauded by Abraham Lincoln's son, the piece received a lot of media attention. (Today, Abraham Lincoln's bust resides in the rotunda of the Capitol building in Washington DC.) The Lincoln sculpture inspired the United Daughters of the Confederacy to contact Borglum about creating a bust of Robert E. Lee on Stone Mountain in Georgia. Borglum proposed a much more ambitious project, believing that a single bust would be lost on the large mountainside, and his proposal was accepted.




Immortalized in Stone


Gutzon Borglum believed that for a project as monumental as a mountain carving, it would be best to honor individuals with national recognition and respect. He was looking for visionary leaders, and he elected to make his selection from those who had held the position of president of the United States. His first choices were George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. Soon after, the size of the project increased to include Thomas Jefferson and Theodore Roosevelt. These were men known for great leadership, and men who were key players in the growth of the United States. George Washington was chosen for his role in leading America to independence from Great Britain, and for being the first democratic president of the new country. The selection of Abraham Lincoln elicited some grumbling on the part of the Southern states, but Borglum maintained that Lincoln deserved recognition and the honor of being a part of this great endeavor. (Borglum admired Lincoln's dedication to the preservation of the Union, and his firm belief in equality and freedom.) Thomas Jefferson authored the Declaration of Independence, a document that inspires emerging democracies to this day. He also had an expansive vision of what America could be, engineering the Louisiana Purchase during his tenure. Theodore Roosevelt was the most contemporary of the presidents selected for placement on the mountain. He was also the closest to being a local as well as a national character. Roosevelt owned a ranch in Dakota Territory (in what is now North Dakota). Prior to his presidency, he was famous for his role with the Rough Riders in Cuba during the Spanish-American War. After the famous battle of San Juan Hill, Roosevelt returned a popular American hero. After President William McKinley was assassinated in 1901, Roosevelt became president. He was an active conservationist who used his position to protect wildlife and public lands. Under his tenure, Roosevelt protected over 230 million acres with the creation of national parks, national forests, game preserves, bird reservations, and national monuments. Roosevelt was also known for taking care of the common man. He spearheaded anti-trust legislation, created the Food and Drug Administration, and regulated railroads.





The Stone Mountain project that Borglum envisioned included Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Jefferson Davis, all on horseback, leading a column of Confederate soldiers. Initially, the carving was done with jackhammers and chisels. Later, a visiting engineer showed Borglum how to use dynamite with precision, and Borglum incorporated this into his work. Gutzon Borglum was a controversial character. Larger than life, highly opinionated, and reputedly short-tempered, he was a man not given to compromise and not easy to work with. By the time that Robinson contacted him about working at Mount Rushmore, there was trouble brewing at the Stone Mountain project, and, shortly thereafter, Borglum was dismissed. This freed him to accept the Mount Rushmore project. After his departure from Stone Mountain, all evidence of Borglum's work on the mountain was erased with dynamite. While no trace of Borglum's work on Stone Mountain remains, his experience there provided him with the knowledge he needed to tackle the colossal Mount Rushmore project. Work began on Mount Rushmore on October 4, 1927, when Borglum was 60 years old.


Originally, it was Doane Robinson's thought that Borglum could create a veritable parade of sculptures of American heroes, both white and Native American, on the many spires of the Needles formation near Sylvan Lake. After his first visit to the Black Hills, however, Borglum rejected that plan, as he felt that the Needles would be too fragile to withstand the carving process. He began his own search for a good location for the monument and selected the granite face of Mount Rushmore. The granite wall faced south, which would provide sunshine in the winter months and allow for a longer carving season. Also, granite is extremely hard and would guarantee that the countenances of Mount Rushmore would gaze over the plains for eons to come. In this, Borglum was correct. It is estimated that erosion on the granite face of Mount Rushmore will total one inch every 10,000 years.


Once Borglum found the appropriate location for his monumental project, he began to contemplate the form it should take. He wanted the monument to be national and not regional in nature, so he rejected Robinson's idea of carving local heroes. Instead, Borglum opted for a close look at the country's founding fathers and early leaders, and made his choice for the carving from former presidents of the United States.


The presidents were chosen, the models were made, and the carving commenced. Four hundred people toiled for 14 years to create the monument we see today. Mount Rushmore is huge. It is hard to get a feel for the sheer size of the monument from the various viewing platforms available at the base of the mountain. George Washington's head is six stories tall; the distance from his forehead to his chin is 60 feet. His eye alone is 11 feet wide, and his mouth is 18 feet wide. If his entire body were carved proportionately, he would be around 465 feet tall. Add to those dimensions another three heads, making the monument approximately 60 feet high and 185 feet wide, and you have some insight into the project's size. The tools used to carve the mountain included pneumatic drills, jackhammers, chisels, and dynamite. The workers would hike the 700 stairs to the top of the mountain every morning, climb into sling chairs (called bosun chairs), and be lowered down the face of the mountain to their carving position for the day. The chairs were affixed to the top of the mountain by 3/8-inch steel cable, and workers were lowered with winches. This was not a job for someone afraid of heights. Dangerous as it was, there were no fatalities and only a few minor injuries incurred at the monument over the 14 years of the carving project.


Gutzon Borglum was the designer and director of the project, but he was not always on-site. While he was gone in search of additional funding for the project or working on other commissions, he left his assistants, including his son, Lincoln Borglum, in charge of the project. He would return on a regular basis to inspect the progress of the carving, making corrections and changes to the design as needed in order to work with the rock structure of the mountain.


In March 1941, Gutzon Borglum died in Chicago from complications following surgery. He was just a few days shy of his 74th birthday. With the death of the artist, and at a time when America was facing involvement in World War II, the decision was made to discontinue work on the monument. The faces of Mount Rushmore were virtually finished. Lincoln Borglum supervised the finishing touches and cleanup of the monument site, and in October 1941, the monument was declared complete.


SIGHTS


The Information Center


The first stop on your visit to Mount Rushmore is the Information Center, located immediately to the right as you walk onto the grounds of the monument. Park rangers provide maps and basic guidance to the grounds. Schedules for ranger-guided programs are posted, and a park newspaper is stocked at the center. An audio tour is available for a $5 rental fee at the Information Center during the winter months; in the summer, the audio tour is available at the Audio Tour Building, located directly across the walkway from the Information Center. The tour is available in English, German, French, Spanish, and Lakota. The award-winning Mount Rushmore Audio Tour: Living Memorial is two hours long. You can listen to the whole recording or listen at only a few of the stops along the guided tour. The audio includes historic recordings of Gutzon Borglum, Lincoln Borglum, and Mary Borglum Vhay, as well as recordings of some of the original workers on the site. The audio includes an informative narration about the people who envisioned and created the monument. It also provides information about the presidents selected for the carving, and tells the story of the Lakota people and their history in the Black Hills region, including interviews with Native Americans regarding their feelings about the monument. The recording is punctuated by music and sound effects.


The Avenue of Flags


The Avenue of Flags was added to the grounds of Mount Rushmore as part of the celebration of the United States' Bicentennial in 1976. It was a visitor to the monument who suggested the addition. As you enter the park, the flags line the pedestrian walkway and form a colorful frame for the majestic presidential faces straight ahead. There are 56 flags on display, one for each state, district, commonwealth, and territory of the United States. Each flagpole also reveals the date that statehood was attained. Delaware was the first state of the Union, granted statehood in 1787. South Dakota was the 40th state to be admitted, over 100 years later, in 1889. The 50 states and the District of Columbia account for 51 of the flags on display. Search for the other five, and keep the kids on the lookout for your home-state flag. Hint: The flags are in alphabetical order, beginning with the A's on the Lincoln side of the walkway and ending with W's on the Washington side.
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The Avenue of Flags





The Grand View Terrace


The pedestrian walkway that begins at the entrance to the monument and passes through the Avenue of Flags terminates at the Grand View Terrace. Appropriately named, the terrace looks straight across at Mount Rushmore and is one of the best locations in the park for photographs of the monument. Directly in front of the Grand View Terrace, but below the sight line to the monument, is the outdoor amphitheater, which is used for the park's evening programs during the summer months.



S Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center & Museum



The Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center & Museum is the main visitors center in the park. It is located on the lower level of the Grand View Terrace and is accessible by staircases on either side of the terrace or by elevators located on the Washington side of the monument. Geared toward interactive education, the exhibits in the museum include a timeline of American history, including the Civil War, westward expansion, and the Indian Wars. Here you'll learn about Mount Rushmore's sculptor, Gutzon Borglum, and about the workers who carved a mountain while dangling off the cliff face.


Part of the fun of Mount Rushmore is gleaning the facts about what it takes to carve a mountain. Viewing the mountain and knowing that Washington's nose is 21 feet long (a foot longer than any other president's nose!), that all the faces are 60 feet tall, and that it took 400 workers more than 14 years to create this icon adds to the experience.


There are two small theaters in the museum, and two short films are available for viewing continuously throughout the day. There is a 14-minute film called Mount Rushmore, The Shrine, about carving Mount Rushmore and the artist behind it, filled with historical photographs of the carving and the period in which the work was done. It is shown every 20 minutes. The second film is a 12-minute presentation about the wildlife and ecology of the park. A bookstore located in the visitors center is run by the Mount Rushmore History Association to benefit the monument. The store offers many books about Mount Rushmore and the Black Hills region, as well as books by local writers.


Borglum Viewing Terrace


From the Grand View Terrace, follow the concrete pathway located on the Lincoln side of the monument to the Borglum Viewing Terrace, the site of Borglum's first temporary studio, where he worked before a more spacious studio was built closer to the mountain. This site is not wheelchair accessible.


Just yards away from the Grand View Terrace, the Borglum Viewing Terrace offers a completely different view of the monument. More natural in its overall feel, here the view of the presidents is framed by large ponderosa pines—and the faces of Washington and Roosevelt dominate.


The Borglum Viewing Terrace is the only area in the park available for weddings. Couples wishing to use the terrace for their wedding may do so by permit only. With the exception of the period June 25-July 4 and Christmas Day, weddings are allowed year-round. The cost of using Mount Rushmore as a wedding site is based on the number of rangers assigned to the special event and on the length of the wedding.


Sculptor's Studio


The Sculptor's Studio (June-Aug. daily 8am-7pm, Sept. daily 9am-5pm) is located at the bottom of the hill, just past the Borglum Viewing Terrace. This was Borglum's second studio on-site, and it contains the working model for Mount Rushmore. The model displayed at the studio is, in fact, the second model for the mountain carving. The first model had Jefferson situated to the left of Washington when facing the monument. Much work was done on that initial plan until it was discovered that the rock face where Jefferson was originally going to be located was not stable. Jefferson was dynamited off the face of the mountain, a new model was created, and Jefferson was moved to his current location between Roosevelt and Lincoln.


In addition to the model for the monument, the Sculptor's Studio displays a collection of tools and narrative descriptions of how these tools were used in the carving. There are several early photographs of Mount Rushmore before and after the carving, as well as many photos of the carving in process.


The model displayed at the Sculptor's Studio is markedly different from the final project. All the presidents were originally to be carved from head to waist. When Gutzon Borglum died in March 1941, it was determined that with the artist gone and the country facing World War II, funding shortages would not allow work on the monument to progress. It was decided to leave the monument as it was since the faces were complete. Additional carving was deemed unnecessary. Also, because it was Borglum's vision, declaring the monument finished upon his death honored the sculptor. Lincoln Borglum, Gutzon Borglum's son, spent a few months more on the monument after his father's death, supervising the final work on the project and the cleanup of the site.


Ranger talks are given at the studio about the artist’s original working model, about the men who carved the mountain, and about the tools and methods used to carve stone. The talks last about 15 minutes and are given throughout the summer.


The Presidential Trail


The Presidential Trail is a very pleasant half-mile loop that brings visitors to the closest viewing points of the monument. The trail is wheelchair accessible from the Washington side of the Grand View Terrace to the base of the mountain. It is not accessible from that point on, as there are a total of 450 wooden stairs that climb partially up the mountain and then continue down to the Sculptor's Studio.


It is not uncommon to see mountain goats along this trail—particularly near the beginning of the trail at the Grand View Terrace and at higher locations of the staircase mountainside. These beautiful white animals with contrasting black noses and hooves are not native to the region. In 1924, Canada gave six Rocky Mountain goats to Custer State Park. The goats escaped from their pens and have adapted well to the environment of the hills. There are now estimated to be more than 200 goats in the hills, mainly around Harney Peak, Sylvan Lake, Crazy Horse Mountain, and Mount Rushmore.


Lakota, Nakota, and Dakota Heritage Village


Mount Rushmore has always been controversial among the Lakota people. The Black Hills are sacred to them, and the presence of a large sculpture honoring white leaders in the middle of the hills isn't exactly welcome. In recognition of the legitimacy of their sentiments, it was decided that the memorial should also acknowledge the culture of the native peoples at the site.


What’s now the Lakota, Nakota, and Dakota Heritage Village began with one tipi just off the Presidential Trail. Over the years, the program expanded and additional tipis were added. During the summer, volunteer interpreters are on-site to talk about the traditional lifestyle and customs of the Native Americans before the arrival of Europeans to the area. Interpreters are generally members of the various South Dakota tribes. Check with the information desk to determine the schedule for the interpreters on the day of your visit. The village is open during high season. The tipis are mobile, like the people who lived in them, and are taken down by late August.


The village is currently located on the left side of the monument near the beginning of the Presidential Trail. In 2015, a permanent covered shelter was erected near the village to house a new youth education program. In the future, the village may be moved closer to the memorial’s entrance so that both facilities have room to grow.


The Nature Trail


Most visitors enter the park via the wide entryway above the parking lot. However, there is a quieter way to approach the monument. As you leave the parking lot, the first structure you encounter is a covered hallway that stretches to the left and right. Continuing straight ahead will bring you to the main entryway. Instead, take a right, follow the hallway, and skirt the edge of the parking lot. (This would be the far right-hand side of the parking lot, closest to the monument as you face the presidents.) The trail is short, not more than a quarter of a mile. It is a concrete walkway, but it winds through the sweetly scented ponderosa pines and ends at the scenic Borglum Viewing Terrace. Before taking the trail, you might want to stop at the Information Center just inside the monument grounds to pick up a map to orient yourself. Alternatively, consider using the trail to return to the parking lot when it's time to leave.


ACTIVITIES


Ranger-Led Programs


Several ranger-led programs are offered at Mount Rushmore during the summer months. The programs begin near the end of May and cease at the end of summer (the closing date varies from year to year). Check with the Information Center or at the Lincoln Borglum Visitor Center on arrival to determine which programs are offered during your visit. Note that many of the programs are suspended during the annual Sturgis Motorcycle Rally held the first week in August.


Look for the 30-minute Ranger Walk that follows the Presidential Trail to the base of the mountain carving. The discussion includes information about the four presidents selected for the monument and information about the natural and cultural history of Mount Rushmore and the Black Hills. Other 30-minute talks may include information about the wildlife and plant life of the region.


There is also a fascinating 15-minute Sculpture Studio Talk presented at the Sculptor's Studio. This program includes a discussion about the tools used to carve the mountain, stories about some of the workers on the mountain, and information about the first model for the sculpture. Samples of the tools are on hand at the studio, as is the model for the current sculpture. The Evening Program (daily 9pm during the early summer and at 8pm after the first week of Aug.) is the most popular program in the park. Attended by upward of 2,500 people a night during the summer months, it is an inspirational program about the presidents, patriotism, and our nation's history. A short film entitled America's Lasting Legacy is shown, and the program ends with the singing of the national anthem, a flag ceremony honoring military personnel past and present, and the lighting of the monument. The monument is lit for one hour in the evening during the off-season, but there is no program presentation to accompany the lighting.


Junior Ranger Programs


All the informational areas in the park carry free Junior Ranger Program activity books. Three booklets are available. One program is designed for children ages 3-5 (Junior Ranger Trainees), one for children ages 5-12 (Junior Ranger), and a third program (Rushmore Ranger) is designed to enhance the Mount Rushmore experience for adults and children ages 13 and older. On completion of the activities, which generally take 30-60 minutes, young participants will receive a Junior Ranger badge and a certificate of completion. Older children and adults also receive a certificate of completion. The programs include activities designed to educate the participant on the monument's history and ecology.


Youth Exploration Area


This interactive outdoor learning space is aimed primarily at the pre-teen crowd, giving them a hands-on opportunity to learn about the wildlife, plants, and history of Mount Rushmore. It’s located in the first section of the Presidential Trail. Ranger-led presentations may focus on educational games, animal pelts, or state flags. A daily schedule is posted at the Information Center.


FOOD AND SHOPPING


Carvers Café (Memorial Day-mid-Aug. daily 8am-9pm, mid-Aug.-Sept. daily 8am-8pm, Oct.-Mar. daily 8am-4:30pm, $11) is located near the entrance to the monument grounds on the Lincoln side of the sculpture and provides the only dining facilities on-site. It is a food court-style venue, with selections including hamburgers, pizza, pot roast, chicken, and pre-made salads. The food has been consistently good. In the high summer season, the café can be very busy. Keystone and Hill City are two neighboring communities that offer many dining options just minutes away.


Memorial Team Ice Cream Shop (mid-May-early-Aug. daily 11am-9pm, mid-Aug.-Sept. daily 11am-8pm, spring hours vary, closed in winter) is located in the same building as the Carvers Café, the first building on your right past the Information Center as you enter the memorial grounds. The ice cream is great, and the gourmet coffee is well worth a small wait. When the ice cream shop is closed in the winter, you can still get ice cream in the café.


The Gift Shop (May-Aug. 8am-10:30pm; spring, fall, and winter the shop opens at 8am but closing hours vary) is located in the first building to your left after the Information Center at the entryway to the monument grounds. The shop is large and well stocked with every kind of branded item you could desire, including photos, T-shirts, sweatshirts, caps, books about the carving and the region, bells, spoons, sunscreen, and rain gear, among other items.


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


The grounds of Mount Rushmore are relatively small. Once there, moving from site to site is all by foot. The distances are not great, and there are no shuttles available.


Car


The best way to travel throughout the region is by car. If you fly into Rapid City, which has the only commercial airport in the Black Hills, there are several car rental agencies located at the airport, including Avis (605/393-0740), Budget (605/393-0488), Hertz (605/393-0160), and Alamo/National (605/393-2664). Mount Rushmore is located just 32 miles from the Rapid City Airport. The city center of Keystone is just 2.5 miles east of Mount Rushmore. Hill City is located about 11 miles north and west of Mount Rushmore. Either city would serve as a good base location for travel throughout the Central Hills region.


Tour Companies


For those who fly into Rapid City and elect not to drive, there are several tour companies that provide service to Mount Rushmore. Tours are available from every city in the Black Hills. Each company has a slightly different offering. Mount Rushmore Tours (2255 Fort Hayes Dr., Rapid City, 605/343-3113 or 888/343-3113, www.mountrushmoretours.com) offers two itineraries. The full tour package is a full day of activities including a cowboy breakfast, a daylong tour of the hills, and a chuck wagon supper and musical show at Fort Hays, where parts of Dances with Wolves was filmed (adult $99, child 12 and under $50). The other tour does not include the chuck wagon supper (adult $80, child $40). This is a narrated tour on a good-sized charter bus.


ABS Travel Group (945 Enchantment Rd., Rapid City, 605/791-2520 or 888/788-6777, www.abstravelgroup.com, $70-75 per person) specializes in short-duration (4-5 hours), small-group tours. Offering pickup service from Rapid City, 6-12 passengers and a driver make up the tour. There are three available times for touring Mount Rushmore: morning (8am-noon), afternoon (1pm-5pm), and the evening lighting program (6:30pm-10:30pm). Golden Circle Tours (12021 U.S. 16, 605/673-4349, www.goldencircletours.com) is based in Custer and offers free pickup in Custer, Hill City, and Hot Springs. The company uses either a 7- or 14-passenger van to transport visitors. The basic tour lasts a full day and visits Sylvan Lake, the Needles Eye and Needles Highway, Cathedral Spires, and part of the Wildlife Loop, and then heads north on Iron Mountain Road to Mount Rushmore. The final stop is Crazy Horse. Adult tickets are $99 (from Hot Springs $125) and include all entry fees. Passengers are on their own for lunch. The tour is flexible, stopping whenever the group decides it's time for another photo. This is a great way to get a peek at the hills without having to do the driving.
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