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  NEWSLETTER
Notes from the President
We will always be appreciative of the many hours the South Dakota National Guard put in when they 
constructed the road (266 street) creating proper access to the east edge of Wind Cave National Park.  
As you recall, the Friends of Wind Cave had raised about $70,000 to pay for materials needed for this 
road construction.  The road is nearly complete, and now we are all anxious for additional construction 
work to be done inside the Park boundary.  When this additional work is done, the public will have 
access to the historic Sanson Ranch buildings, and the 4000 year old buffalo jump.  We are waiting to 
see when the National Guard will be able to complete the construction of the road, a parking lot, and 
bathrooms within the Park.  Covid-19 has put a temporary stop to the project.

Although the road is basically done leading to the Park, we had noticed some minor erosion issues, and 
a few noxious weeds along the road ditches.  On Saturday, May 30 th, about 20 Friends volunteers met on
the new road for about half a day to correct these issues.  We used rakes to rough up the soil in some 
areas so we could plant the recommended grass mixture to properly fix the minor erosion.  At the same 
time, we had one of our own spraying some noxious weeds that were present.  It was amazing to see 
about 20 busy volunteers working on this project.  It is great to have such good Friends.

After the job was done, Tom Farrell of Wind Cave treated many of the volunteers with a walking tour to 
the buffalo jump.  It is rewarding to know because of the generous monetary donations from the Friends



of Wind Cave, and the work by the SD National Guard,
the public will finally have access to these new
additions to the Park.  Hopefully covid-19 won't keep
the Guard from doing the construction work inside
the Park too much longer.  As we have said many
times, Wind Cave National Park is really two parks,
one below ground, and one on the surface.  They are
both amazing treasures.  Talk about amazing
treasures, our Friends of Wind Cave are also amazing
treasures.  Thank you again for your support.  The 266
road project couldn't have happened without you.

Don De Vries

Wind Cave National Park News  
New Acting Park Superintendent 
Michelle Wheatley from Jewel Cave National Monument the new acting park superintendent 
until the position is filled permanently.  Former acting supervisor David Thomsen returned to 
his duties as Regional Program Manager of the Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance 
Program. 
 
Elevator Update 
A contract to repair the cave’s elevators, which have been out of service since last summer, was recently
awarded to Elevator Repair Service, Inc. out of Houston, Texas, with a completion date of early 
September. Even after the elevators are repaired, until CDC social distancing guidelines are relaxed, 
Wind Cave National Park will not be offering any cave tours. 

How can members of the Friends of Wind Cave be more involved in park activities?
We have been members of the Friends group since 2017 and have been actively participating in various 
projects, including: hiking the trails, and turning in photos and reports regarding work that needs to be 
done for safety and upkeep; hiking fence lines, looking for holes or damage; assisting with the Black-
Footed Ferret survey, and the Ferret Release last October, as well as the Wind Cave Bison Roundup.
The ferret survey is an all-night activity, in which WC personnel drive the roads with volunteers spot-
lighting for glowing ferret eyes in the distance.  When one is discovered, a ferret trap is placed in the 
prairie dog hole where the ferret was seen. Just before sunrise, the trap is checked and the captured 
ferret is taken to an on-site veterinarian for examination and innoculations. 



The Ferret Release was done last October 2019 in the evening with 29
ferrets raised in Colorado for reintroduction into the park.  We, along with
park personnel, carried cages to designated prairie dog towns for release
into their new home.  Since the ferret is a nocturnal animal that lives in
prairie dog burrows, it is rarely seen above ground.

The bison roundup was exciting…chasing, i.e. herding, the bison in pickups
into holding corrals. Individually, the bison were funneled into a “squeeze
chute” and given immunizations, samples of blood and hair were taken, age
and sex determinations were made, inspections of teeth done, and some were 
fitted with collars for tracking.

If you are interested in these or any other activities, since the park is limited in funding, and volunteers 
are greatly appreciated, you can contact Lennie Ramacher, Asst. Chief of Interpretation at Wind Cave 
National Park, at 605-745-1131 or by email at lenard_ramacher@nps.gov

Jim and Cathy Brickey

Wind Cave Bison Herd

Photo by Dwaine Tollefsrud
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The Wind Cave bison herd is special for numerous reasons. One of these reasons is its size. After the 
most recent bison roundup, park biologists place the park's bison population at approximately 400 
animals. This number is a result of the park's most recent relocation of 127 animals to preserves in four 
states through a partnership with The Nature Conservancy and to three tribes through coordination 
with the InterTribal Buffalo Council

Occasionally, people wonder why the Wind Cave herd is sought after for relocation purposes, and the 
answer lies in the herd’s genetic makeup. Unlike most of the world’s bison population, the Wind Cave 
herd is free of cattle gene introgression, which makes it a vital source for bison preservation. Alongside 
Yellowstone National Park herd’s, a 2001 study by Texas A&M University found that the Wind Cave 
bison have "the most significant contribution to genetic variation in federal herds tested."

Since 1987, Wind Cave bison have been distributed to 30 Native American tribes, 4 state parks, 6 
conservation groups, 1 national park, 1 country, and 1 Lakota University.

The bison roundup at Wind Cave National Park is an important event for a variety of reasons. 
Monitoring the herd’s health and gathering individuals to populate satellite herds across the country are
consistently at the forefront. In 2019, the park brought 343 of its 500 bison into the corrals. Park 
biologists outfitted animals with microchips if they had not been implanted before. The small microchips
give park biologists the ability to monitor each individual's age, sex, and genetic information at 
subsequent captures.

While monitoring the herd’s growth, park biologists also use the roundup as a means to monitor the 
herd’s overall health. Consistently at each roundup, park staff look for potential outbreaks of diseases 
such as brucellosis. 

A benefit of the park's bi-annual bison roundup is the development of satellite populations across the 
country. Establishing satellite herds of bison with the genetic characteristics of the Wind Cave 
population is consistent with the Department of the Interior's Bison Conservation Initiative. These 
populations both increase the overall bison density across the continent, and also serve as a safeguard 
for the Wind Cave herd in the event of a catastrophe. In turn, Wind Cave could bring back bison that 
carry the original genetics from the herd established as part of the Game Preserve in 1913. The park 
works to protect the conservation of the species as directed through the 1912 Act of Congress, "for the 
permanent national range for a herd of buffalo."       Tom Farrell

Adopt a Bison   In 2017, the Black Hills Parks and Forests Association, in collaboration with Wind Cave, 
developed the adopt-a-bison program to raise money for bison research in the park.  Funds from this 
program were used to purchase 10 gps radio-collars that were deployed on female bison during the 
October 2019 capture operation.  The data will be used to analyze movements in the park, use of water 
resources, and bison group interactions. The partnership is also working towards using this data for 
public display, so visitors can interact with the data and visually see the movements of each animal.  The
public display project is estimated to be completed in 2021.  The price to "adopt" a bison is $35 with $20
going towards the park's resource management program.  



Angela Jarding  Wildlife Biologist

Friends’ Stories (The newsletter section
where stories are shared)

 When I was deciding what to write about
for this newsletter I thought that I could tell
some light hearted stories about bison.  Like
the time I threw a peach pit out of my car
window and hit a bull bison and in an instant
became a legend to my two very young
sons.   As I researched the history of the
American Bison, the story became less and
less light hearted.  The timeline prepared by
the Fish and Wildlife Service sums up the history of Bison in North America 
https://www.fws.gov/bisonrange/timeline.htm .   I invite you to take a long hard look at this document.  

Here are the facts that caught my attention.  Before European man settled the continent there were 
between 30 and 60 million bison wandering around in North America.  In the 1830’s the destruction of 
the bison herds began.  In 1870 Homesteaders collected bones from carcasses left by hunters and sold 
them.  In Kansas alone between 1868 and 1881 the bones of over 31 million bison were sold.  Starting in 
1872 to 1875 an average of 5,000 bison were killed each day.  In 1877 a few free roaming bison were 
found in Texas and they were killed.  In September, 1882, over 10,000 bison were taken during one hunt
of a few days length in Dakota Territory and by 1884, there were only 325 wild bison left in the United 
States - including 25 in Yellowstone.  Wow, quite an accomplishment in 50 years:  60 million down to 
325.  

Bison were killed for meat, for tongues, for bones, for robes, for hides but in the end the reason can be 
summed up by General Phil Sheridan who before the Texas assembly suggested that every hunter be 
given a medal with a with a dead buffalo on one side and a discouraged Indian on the other.  He added 
that once the animals were exterminated, the Indians would be controlled and civilization could advance
(https://www.fws.gov/bisonrange/timeline.htm ,Buffalo Nation by Valerius Geist and Western Historical
Quarterly Vol. 25 No.3 (Autumn 1994)) .  This is a very uncomfortable part of American history.  Sadly, 
this narrative parallels many of the events that have led to the unrest we are experiencing in the world 
today. 

Thank goodness a few people had the foresight to capture and domesticate some bison or the American
Bison could have very well ended with the same fate as the passenger pigeon and we would only be able
to look at a few stuffed specimens in the Smithsonian.  According to the National Bison Association 
there are about 360,000 bison in North America today.  About ½ of them are in private ownership.   
There are approximately 400 bison in Wind Cave National Park (who thinks it is ironic that the core 
population in Wind Cave National Park came from the Bronx Zoo in New York City in 1913).  On May 9, 
2016, the species that we at one time tried to destroy was declared as our National Mammal.  

https://www.fws.gov/bisonrange/timeline.htm
https://www.fws.gov/bisonrange/timeline.htm


Still wanting to hear about other people’s  experiences in the park.

Bob Hodorff 605-745-5024.  

Photo Bob Hodorff



 

Become a Member of the Friends of Wind Cave Park Today!

If you are not currently a member of the Friends of Wind Cave Park, we, the Board, wanted to request your 
support by becoming a member today, or by renewing your current membership if you have not already done so!  
If your renewal is passing in the mail, thank you in advance for your support!

Wind Cave National Park is truly one of our National Treasures.  There are many reasons to become a Friend of 
the Park;

 Receive regular newsletters

 Be the among first to receive press releases concerning the Park or the Friends group

 Receive invitations to Members Only events planned for this year, such as hike with the 
Superintendent, private tours, VIP guest at the Road dedication, and others

Most of all, you can be a member of a group of like-minded folks whose only mission is to protect, promote and 
support this national treasure!

Over the past couple of years, the Friends have provided the materials necessary to construct a safe, attractive 
access road to the Sanson Ranch property.  See the before and after pictures above.  There is still some erosion 
control and culvert work required to completely finish this road,  but with that project mostly behind us, we will 
move on to support the park in other areas, plus provide opportunities for our members to participate in unique 
conservation and interpretation activities planned for this summer. 

You can become a member today for 2020 today.  Use the form below to mail in your dues or, if you wish, you can 
do it online with just a couple of clicks.  Simply log in to http://www.friendsofwindcavenp.org/howtohelp.html, and use 
the first dropdown window to select your membership level, or if you wish to become a life member, use the 
second dropdown.

We hope you will consider this request to join us in our efforts to preserve, protect and promote this unique 
resource.

http://www.friendsofwindcavenp.org/howtohelp.html
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