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25216 SD-240, Interior, SD 57750 Badlands National Park offers some of the most striking otherworldly landscapes found in South Dakota. The Badlands are perfect for travelers seeking U.S. national parks that combine breathtaking natural scenery with rich cultural history. It captivates with its stark rock formations and rolling prairies. The park
mainly appeals to nature lovers, photographers, hikers, and families seeking adventure. It promises unforgettable vistas and vibrant experiences, from scenic drives to encountering diverse wildlife. Badlands National Park provides engaging ranger-led programs and numerous camping opportunities for those who wish to extend their stay. Did you
know the Badlands National Park is home to one of the worlds richest fossil beds? Paleontologists have uncovered ancient horse, dog, and even saber-tooth cat remains here, adding a layer of historical wonder to its rugged allure. Set off on an adventure with these top activities: Hiking in Badlands:Explore trails like the Notch, Castle, and Saddle Pass
for awe-inspiring views. Wildlife Watching:Spot bison, bighorn sheep, and prairie dogs in their natural habitats. Scenic Drives:Drive along the Badlands Loop Road for panoramic vistas. Stargazing:Enjoy the park's dark skies, perfect for stargazing. Visit the Ben Reifel Visitor Center for up-to-date trail conditions and to discover more about the parks
fossil history. The best time to visit Badlands National Park is late spring to early fall, when the weather is mild. Pack layers for fluctuating temperatures, and bring plenty of water. Always respect wildlife and adhere to local trail etiquette. The park hosts the annual Badlands Astronomy Festival. This event invites both amateur and expert astrologers
to explore the universe under some of the clearest night skies. Throughout the year, visitors can also participate in ranger programs, offering insights into the park's geological and biological diversity. Unlock the secrets of the Badlandsplan your visit today to explore its otherworldly landscapes and rich history amongst unforgettable vistas. National
park in South Dakota, United StatesBadlands National ParkIlUCN category II (national park)Badlands National ParkLocation in South DakotaShow map of South Dakotal.ocation in the United StatesShow map of the United StatesLocationSouth Dakota, United StatesNearestcityRapid City, South DakotaCoordinates4345N 10230W / 43.750N 102.500W
/43.750; -102.500Area242,756 acres (982.40km?2)[1]EstablishedJanuary25, 1939; 86 years ago(1939-01-25) as a national monument November10, 1978; 46 years ago(1978-11-10) as a national parkVisitors1,006,809 (in2022)[2]GoverningbodyNational Park ServiceWebsitenps.gov/badl Southwestern South DakotaSculpturesMount Rushmore (National
memorial)Crazy HorseGeologic and natural historyBadlands (National park)The Mammoth SiteNeedlesSpearfish CanyonMountainsBlack HillsBear Butte (National Historic Landmark)Black Elk PeakCavesWind Cave (National park)Jewel Cave (National monument)Forests and wildernessesCuster (State Park)Black Hills (National Forest)Black Elk
(Wilderness)Buffalo Gap (National Grassland)LakesSylvanPactolaLong-distance trailsCentennial TrailGeorge S. Mickelson TrailScenic bywaysPeter Norbeck Scenic BywaySpearfish CanyonHistoric sitesMinuteman Missile (National Historic Site)vteBadlands National Park (Lakota: Makia[3]) is a national park of the United States in southwestern South
Dakota. The park protects 242,756 acres (379.3sqmi; 982.4km?2)[1] of sharply eroded buttes and pinnacles, along with the largest undisturbed mixed grass prairie in the United States. The National Park Service manages the park, with the South Unit being co-managed with the Oglala Lakota tribe.[4]Located within the White River drainage, the
Badlands Wilderness protects 64,144 acres (100.2sqmi; 259.6km?2) of the park's North Unit as a designated wilderness area,[5] and is one site where the black-footed ferret, one of the most endangered mammals in the world, was reintroduced to the wild.[6] The South Unit, or Stronghold District,[4] includes sites of 1890s Ghost Dances,[7] a former
United States Air Force bomb and gunnery range,[8] and Red Shirt Table, the park's highest point at 3,340 feet (1,020m).[9]Authorized as Badlands National Monument on March 4, 1929, it was not established until January 25, 1939. Badlands was redesignated a national park on November 10, 1978.[10] Under the Mission 66 plan, the Ben Reifel
Visitor Center was constructed for the monument in 195758. The park also administers the nearby Minuteman Missile National Historic Site. The movies Dances with Wolves (1990) and Thunderheart (1992) were partially filmed in Badlands National Park.[11]This national park was originally a reservation of the Oglala Sioux Indians and spans the
southern unit of the park. The area around Stronghold Table was originally Sioux territory, and is revered as a ceremonial sacred site rather than a place to live.In 1868, at the Second Treaty of Fort Laramie, the United States assured the Sioux that the Badlands shall forever be the property of the Sioux. In 1889, however, the treaty was broken and
the Badlands were confiscated by the United States.At the end of the 19th century, the Sioux Indians used this area as the site of the Ghost Dance, a ceremony to revive the souls of buffalo and the dead. After the last ghost dance in 1890, the United States banned the ritual, but it was revived by the Red Power movement, a movement to restore
Indian rights that began in the 1960s.[12][13] In 1980, the U.S. Supreme Court awarded compensation to the Sioux for the abrogation of the 1868 treaty, but the Sioux did not accept the money.[14][15]This section needs additional citations for verification. Please help improve this article by adding citations to reliable sources in this section.
Unsourced material may be challenged and removed.Find sources:"Badlands National Park"news newspapers books scholar JSTOR (September 2019) (Learn how and when to remove this message)For 11,000 years, Native Americans have used this area for their hunting grounds.[16] Long before the Lakota were the paleo-Indians, followed by the
Arikara people. Their descendants live today in North Dakota as a part of the Three Affiliated Tribes. Archaeological records combined with oral traditions indicate that these people camped in secluded valleys where fresh water and game were available year-round. Eroding out of the stream banks today are the rocks and charcoal of their campfires,
as well as the arrowheads and tools they used to butcher bison, rabbits, and other game. From the top of the Badlands Wall, they could scan the area for enemies and wandering herds. If hunting was good, they might hang on into winter, before retracing their way to their villages along the Missouri River. The Lakota people were the first to call this
place "mako sica", which translates to literally "badlands". Extreme temperatures, lack of water, and the exposed rugged terrain led to this name. French-Canadian fur trappers called it "les mauvaises terres pour traverser," or "bad lands to travel through."[17] By one hundred and fifty years ago, the Lakota Nation consisting of seven tribes including
the Oglala Lakota, had displaced the other tribes from the northern prairie.The next great change came toward the end of the 19th century as homesteaders moved into South Dakota. The U.S. government stripped Native Americans of much of their territory and forced them to live on reservations. In the fall and early winter of 1890, thousands of
Native Americans, including many Oglala Sioux, became followers of the Indian prophet Wovoka. His vision called for the native people to dance the Ghost Dance and wear Ghost shirts, which would be impervious to bullets. Wovoka had predicted that the white man would vanish and their hunting grounds would be restored. One of the last known
Ghost Dances was conducted on Stronghold Table in the South Unit of Badlands National Park. As winter closed in, the ghost dancers returned to Pine Ridge Agency. The climax of the struggle came in late December 1890. Headed south from the Cheyenne River, a band of Minneconjou Sioux crossed a pass in the Badlands Wall. Pursued by units of
the U.S. Army, they were seeking refuge in the Pine Ridge Reservation. The band, led by Chief Spotted Elk,[18] was finally overtaken by the soldiers near Wounded Knee Creek in the Reservation and ordered to camp there overnight. The troops attempted to disarm Big Foot's band the next morning. Gunfire erupted. Before it was over, nearly three
hundred Indians and thirty soldiers lay dead. The Wounded Knee Massacre was the last major clash between Plains Indians and the U.S. military until the advent of the American Indian Movement in the 1970s, most notably in the 1973 standoff at Wounded Knee, South Dakota.Wounded Knee is located approximately 45 miles (72km) south of the park
on Pine Ridge Reservation. The U.S. government and the Oglala Lakota Nation have agreed that this is a story to be told by the Oglala of Pine Ridge and Minneconjou of Standing Rock Reservation. The interpretation of the site and its tragic events are held as the primary responsibility of these survivors.False-color satellite image of the parkThe
history of the White River Badlands as a significant paleontological resource goes back to the traditional Native American knowledge of the area. The Lakota found large fossilized bones, fossilized seashells and turtle shells. They correctly assumed that the area had once been under water, and that the bones belonged to creatures which no longer
existed.[19] Paleontological interest in this area began in the 1840s. Trappers and traders regularly traveled the 300 miles (480km) from Fort Pierre to Fort Laramie along a path which skirted the edge of what is now Badlands National Park. Fossils were occasionally collected, and in 1843 a fossilized jaw fragment collected by Alexander Culbertson
of the American Fur Company found its way to a physician in St. Louis by the name of Hiram A. Prout.In 1846, Prout published a paper about the jaw in the American Journal of Science in which he stated that it had come from a creature he called a Paleotherium. Shortly after the publication, the White River Badlands became popular fossil hunting
grounds and, within a couple of decades, numerous new fossil species had been discovered in the White River Badlands. In 1849, Dr. Joseph Leidy published a paper on an Oligocene camel and renamed Prout's Paleotherium, Titanotherium prouti. By 1854 when he published a series of papers about North American fossils, 84 distinct species had been
discovered in North America 77 of which were found in the White River Badlands. In 1870 a Yale professor, O. C. Marsh, visited the region and developed more refined methods of extracting and reassembling fossils into nearly complete skeletons. From 1899 to today, the South Dakota School of Mines has sent people almost every year and remains
one of the most active research institutions working in the White River Badlands. Throughout the late 19th century and continuing today, scientists and institutions from all over the world have benefited from the fossil resources of the White River Badlands. The White River Badlands have developed an international reputation as a fossil-rich area.
They contain the richest deposits of Oligocene mammals known, providing a glimpse of life in the area 33 million years ago.Sedimentary striations in White River BadlandsFor a more complete list of fossil animals discovered in the formations that make up Badlands National Park and surrounding areas, see White River Fauna.Alligator
(Crocodilian)Archaeotherium (Entelodont)Dinictis (Nimravid)Eporeodon (Oreodont)Eusmilus (Nimravid)Hoplophoneus (Nimravid)Hyaenodon (Creodont)Hyracodon (Running rhino)Ischyromys (Ground squirrel-like rodent)Leptomeryx (Tragulid)Merycoidodon (Oreodont)Mesohippus (Horse)Metamynodon (Aquatic rhino)Miniochoerus
(Oreodont)Poebrotherium (Camel)Subhyracodon (Rhinoceros)This section does not cite any sources. Please help improve this section by adding citations to reliable sources. Unsourced material may be challenged and removed. (May 2019) (Learn how and when to remove this message)Aspects of American homesteading began before the end of the
American Civil War; however, it did not affect the Badlands until the 20th century. Then, many hopeful farmers traveled to South Dakota from Europe or the eastern United States to try to seek out a living in the area. In 1929, the South Dakota Dept. of Agriculture published an advertisement to lure settlers to the state. On this map they called the
Badlands, "The Wonderlands", promising "...marvelous scenic and recreational advantages". The standard size for a homestead was 160 acres (0.3sgqmi; 0.6km2). Being in a semi-arid, wind-swept environment, this proved far too little land to support a family. In 1916, in the western Dakotas, the size of a homestead was increased to 640 acres
(1.0sgmi; 2.6km?2). Cattle grazed the land, and crops such as winter wheat and hay were cut annually. However, the Great Dust Bowl events of the 1930s, combined with waves of grasshoppers, proved too much for most of the settlers of the Badlands. Houses, built of sod blocks and heated with buffalo chips, were abandoned.This section does not cite
any sources. Please help improve this section by adding citations to reliable sources. Unsourced material may be challenged and removed. (May 2019) (Learn how and when to remove this message)Badlands in the northern portion of Pine Ridge Indian ReservationBadlands in 1939 (45 miles southeast of Rapid City)As part of the World War II effort,
the U.S. Army Air Force (USAAF) took possession of 341,726 acres (533.9sqmi; 1,382.9km?2) of land on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, home of the Oglala Sioux people, for a gunnery range. Included in this range was 337 acres (0.5sqmi; 1.4km2) from the Badlands National Monument. This land was used extensively from 1942 through 1945 as an
air-to-air and air-to-ground gunnery range including both precision and demolition bombing exercises. After the war, portions of the bombing range were used as an artillery range by the South Dakota National Guard. In 1968, most of the range was declared excess property by the USAF. Although 2,500 acres (3.9sqmi; 10.1km?2) were retained by the
USAF (but are no longer used) the majority of the land was turned over to the National Park Service.Firing took place within most of the present-day Stronghold District. Land was bought or leased from individual landowners and the Tribe in order to clear the area of human occupation. Old car bodies and 55 gallon drums painted bright yellow were
used as targets. Bulls-eyes 250 feet (76m) across were plowed into the ground and used as targets by bombardiers. Small automatic aircraft called "target drones" and 60-by-8-foot (18 by 2m) screens dragged behind planes served as mobile targets. Today, the ground is littered with discarded bullet cases and unexploded ordnance.In the 1940s, 125
families were forcibly relocated from their farms and ranches, including Dewey Beard, a survivor of the Wounded Knee Massacre. Those that remained nearby recall times when they had to dive under tractors while out cutting hay to avoid bombs dropped by planes miles outside of the boundary. In the town of Interior, both a church and the building
housing the current post office were struck by six inch (152mm) shells through the roof. Pilots operating out of Ellsworth Air Force Base near Rapid City found it a real challenge to determine the exact boundaries of the range. There were no civilian casualties. However, at least a dozen flight crew personnel lost their lives in plane crashes.The
Stronghold District also known as the South Unit of Badlands National Park, consists of lands on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation owned by the Oglala Sioux Tribe and managed by the National Park Service under an agreement with the Tribe. The land is a 133,300-acre (208.3sqmi; 539.4km?2) area.[20] Deep draws, high tables and rolling prairie are
characteristic of these lands occupied by the earliest plains hunters, the paleo-Indians, and the Lakota Nation.On March 4, 1929, his final day in office, President Calvin Coolidge signed Public Law No. 1021. This bill authorized creation of the Badlands National Monument in South Dakota.[21][22] The legislation's conditions for eventual proclamation
included the acquisition of privately owned land within the proposed boundaries of the monument and the construction of a 30-mile highway through the park.[23] The Badlands National Monument became the seventy-seventh monument within the National Park Service a decade after its original authorization, when President Franklin D. Roosevelt
signed the enacting proclamation on January 24. 1939. The 10-year period, 19291939, to create the park matched the period of time that Mount Rushmore National Memorial was being blasted and sculptured; the Badlands work was part of a comprehensive federal drive to develop western South Dakota for tourism. The monument was renamed
"Badlands National Park" in 1978.[24][25]The Badlands National Monument was established in order to preserve the natural scenery and educational resources within its boundaries. The bill authorized specific scientific and educational institutions to excavate within the monument in the pursuit of educational, geological, and zoological observation.
The bill includes a portion highlighting the potential for fossil excavation in the monument's geological formations.[23]Badlands National Park Superintendents[26]John E. Suter (19491953)John A. Rutter (19531957)George H. Sholly (19581959)Frank E. Sylvester (19601960)John W. Jay (19601962)Frank A. Hjort (19631967)John R. Earnst
(19671970)Cecil D. Lewis, JR (19701974)James E. Jones (19741979)Gilbert E. Blinn (19791985)James L. Monheiser (19851985)Donald A. Falvey (19851987)Lloyd P. Kortge (19871987)Irvin L. Mortenson (19871996)Bill Supernaugh (19972004)[27]Paige Baker (20052010)[28]Eric Brunnemann (20102015)[29]Mike Pflaum (20152021)[30][31]Eric
Veach (2022Present)[32]Animals that inhabit the park include:[4] badger, bighorn sheep, bison, black-billed magpie, black-footed ferret, black-tailed prairie dog, bobcat, coyote, elk, mule deer, pronghorn, prairie rattlesnake, porcupine, whooping crane, swift fox, and white-tailed deer.[33]Wildlife in the parkPrairie dogsBighorn sheepBison bullln
1963, 50 bison from Theodore Roosevelt National Park were released. The herd has grown to over 1,200 animals.[34] The bison habitat was expanded in 2019 by 22,000 acres (8,900ha) to a total of 80,193 acres (32,453ha) with the construction of 43 miles (69km) of new fencing.[35] The Bighorn sheep population has increased over the last couple
years to a total of 233.[36]Whooping craneBlack-footed ferretThe black-footed ferret and whooping crane are on the endangered species list.[37] The black-footed ferret population inside the Badlands National Park has recovered to a population of approximately 100 individuals.[38] This whooping crane population in the Badlands National Park is
considered a non-self-sustaining wild population.[39]Twenty-three vegetation map classes and ten Anderson Level II land-use classes were used for interpretation of approximately 1.3 million acres encompassing the park (approximately 242,755 acres) and surrounding environs.[40]A prairie is a large, open expanse of grasslands. A mixed-grass
prairie is a grassland where grasses of many different heights grow. Mixed-grass prairies are the transition between eastern tall-grass prairies, where more rainfall means that taller grasses can grow, and western short-grass prairies, where the dry environment favors shorter grasses. In mixed-grass prairies, such as the grasslands surrounding
Badlands National Park, grasses can range in height from ankle-high to waist-high. Although trees, shrubs, and forbs[41] grow in the Badlands, grasses dominate the landscape. The most common grass in the park is Western Wheatgrass, which grows one to three feet tall and is the state grass of South Dakota.[42][43][44]1[45][46][47][48]Ben Reifel
Visitor CenterView of the badlands from the Cedar Pass Campground.Badlands National Park has two campgrounds for overnight visits Cedar Pass and Sage Creek Campgrounds. Cedar Pass lodge offers accommodations in modern cabins and full-service dining.[49] The Ben Reifel Visitor Center within the park offers a bookstore, special programs,
and museum exhibits. The White River Visitors center in the park's South Unit offers information about the region's Lakota heritage.The Badlands Wilderness covers about one fourth of the park and was designated in 1976.[50] There are no designated trails and camping is permitted anywhere in what is considered to be the largest undisturbed
mixed-prairie rangeland remaining in the U.S. As this wilderness is managed by the National Park Service, hunting is not permitted. U.S. Wilderness Areas do not allow motorized or mechanized vehicles, including bicycles. Although camping and fishing are allowed with proper permit, no roads or buildings are constructed and there is also no logging
or mining, in compliance with the 1964 Wilderness Act.According to the Kppen climate classification system, Badlands National Park has a hot-summer humid continental climate (Dfa).Climate data for Interior, South Dakota (19912020 normals, extremes 1949present)MonthJanFebMarAprMayJunJulAugSepOctNovDecYearRecord high F
(C)71(22)75(24)85(29)94(34)102(39)109(43)114(46)110(43)106(41)97(36)84(29)72(22)114(46)Mean maximum F (C)58.2(14.6)62.9(17.2)75.4(24.1)83.5(28.6)90.6(32.6)97.5(36.4)102.6(39.2)102.2(39.0)99.1(37.3)87.4(30.8)71.7(22.1)60.3(15.7)104.4(40.2)Mean daily maximum F
(C)37.1(2.8)40.8(4.9)52.5(11.4)62.2(16.8)72.1(22.3)82.7(28.2)91.2(32.9)90.5(32.5)81.8(27.7)65.4(18.6)50.0(10.0)39.0(3.9)63.8(17.7)Daily mean F (C)25.7(3.5)28.5(1.9)39.1(3.9)48.4(9.1)58.9(14.9)69.2(20.7)76.8(24.9)75.3(24.1)66.2(19.0)51.6(10.9)37.6(3.1)27.8(2.3)50.4(10.2)Mean daily minimum F
(C)14.2(9.9)16.2(8.8)25.8(3.4)34.7(1.5)45.7(7.6)55.7(13.2)62.3(16.8)60.2(15.7)50.5(10.3)37.8(3.2)25.2(3.8)16.6(8.6)37.1(2.8)Mean minimum F (C)10.1(23.4)6.4(21.3)3.8(15.7)18.8(7.3)31.0(0.6)43.5(6.4)52.1(11.2)48.1(8.9)35.8(2.1)19.6(6.9)6.0(14.4)5.8(21.0)16.5(26.9)Record low F
(C)28(33)31(35)23(31)3(16)20(7)32(0)42(6)35(2)25(4)0(18)21(29)31(35)31(35)Average precipitation inches (mm)0.46(12)0.55(14)1.16(29)2.26(57)3.62(92)3.46(88)2.23(57)1.81(46)1.39(35)1.59(40)0.53(13)0.54(14)19.60(498)Average snowfall inches
(cm)5.5(14)6.4(16)5.9(15)6.4(16)0.5(1.3)0.0(0.0)0.0(0.0)0.0(0.0)0.0(0.0)1.9(4.8)3.7(9.4)7.7(20)38.0(97)Average precipitation days ( 0.01 in)4.44.85.68.79.810.48.16.55.86.54.44.879.8Average snowy days ( 0.1 in)3.23.32.61.60.10.00.00.00.00.81.83.917.3Source: NOAA[51][52]Buttes and pinnaclesBoardwalk to the WindowsDoor TrailA southward aerial
view of the park, with White River at the top (south) and the small town of Interior upper right center.Badlands National Park has been impacted by the rise of oil and gas pipelines and drilling, the debate over Native American land rights, fossil loss due to criminal activity, and climate change.Badlands National Park faces growing encroachment from
oil and gas companies hoping to transport fossil fuels throughout regions of South Dakota. Pipelines are associated with environmental risks; breaches and or breaks in the system have the potential to negatively impact the quality of life for surrounding ecosystems and wildlife.The Badlands National Park also faces debate over the federal claims to
the land once inhabited by the Oglala Lakota Sioux tribe. Supporters of Oglala Sioux reparations argue against the U.S. government's seizure and management over sacred Native American land. The Badlands National Park began taking steps to reserve part of the park's southern unit for management by the tribe's members, creating jobs and
returning ownership to those re-located out during America's Manifest Destiny, however this creation of the "Tribal National Park" has yet to come to pass.[53]The Badlands National Park was first established as a national monument in order to protect the abundance of fossils within the land's natural stone structures. Since the park's founding,
visitors and fossil poachers have been looting the park's fossils to keep for sentimental and scientific value or to sell for profit.[54]By 2050, the NPS predicts that Badlands National Park will have different conditions than are currently felt in the parkincluding increasing or decreasing temperatures, changes in quantity of total spring precipitation,
potential delays in the start of spring within the park, and various increasing frequencies of heavy precipitation events.[55] Widespread summer drought is projected to be more likely in South Dakota within the same time frame (2050).[56] On average, the counties of Oglala Lakota, Pennington, and Jackson (the three main counties that the park
occupies) have seen a gradual shift of monthly and annual temperatures between 1901 and 2021, leading to a warmer, drier environment.[55]Current climate predictions developed by the NPS have allowed Badlands National Park to develop several management techniques preparing for different climate scenarios, categorized as "no-gainer", "no-
regrets”, or "no-brainer" management styles. According to the NPS Climate Scenarios brief for the park, a "no-gainer" is a current action that is not likely to achieve desired outcomes in any given future scenario. A "no-regrets" management style implements new actions that are likely to be successful in management of all potential future scenarios.
"No-brainer" management involves maintaining current management practices that are likely to be beneficial, but aren't necessarily ideal. Climate Change management within the park primarily focuses on native vegetation, bison populations, species rehabilitation, archeological and paleontological preservation, and infrastructure and geohazards.
Management plans for these values are primarily under the categories "no-regrets" and "no-brainer".[57]List of national parks of the United States”™ a b "Listing of acreage December 31, 2011" (XLSX). Land Resource Division, National Park Service. Retrieved March 5, 2012. (National Park Service Acreage Reports)”™ "NPS Annual Recreation Visits
Report". National Park Service. Retrieved July 26, 2023.” Ullrich, Jan, ed. (2011). New Lakota Dictionary (2nded.). Bloomington, IN: Lakota Language Consortium. p.855. ISBN978-0-9761082-9-0. LCCN2008922508.” a b ¢ "Badlands Visitor Guide: The official newspaper of Badlands National Park" (PDF). National Park Service. 2016. Archived from
the original (PDF) on September 16, 2016. Retrieved July 25, 2016.” "Badlands Wilderness". Wilderness.net. Retrieved March 5, 2012.” "Badlands Visitor Guide" (PDF). National Park Service. 2008. p.2. Archived from the original (PDF) on March 20, 2009. Retrieved March 12, 2011.” "Badlands National Park". Rand McNally. Archived from the
original on February 25, 2011. Retrieved March 12, 2011. The cultural centerpiece of this section is the Stronghold Table, where the Oglala Sioux danced the Ghost Dance for the last time in 1890.” "Pine Ridge Gunnery Range/Badlands Bombing Range". South Dakota Department of Environment & Natural Resources. Archived from the original on
March 9, 2011. Retrieved March 12, 2011.” "U.S. National Park High Points". Peakbagger.com. Retrieved March 17, 2008.” "The National Parks: Index 20092011". National Park Service. Archived from the original on July 10, 2012. Retrieved March 5, 2012.” Maddrey, Joseph (2016). The Quick, the Dead and the Revived: The Many Lives of the
Western Film. McFarland. Page 184. ISBN9781476625492.” "Wounded Knee Massacre & The Ghost Dance (article)". Khan Academy. Retrieved May 16, 2021.” "The Convenient Falsehoods We're Taught about Native American History". Edge Effects. September 5, 2017. Retrieved May 16, 2021.”™ Frommer, Frederic J. (August 19, 2001). "Black Hills
Are Beyond Price to Sioux". Los Angeles Times. Retrieved December 12, 2021.” Streshinsky, Maria (February 9, 2011). "Saying No to $1 Billion". The Atlantic. Retrieved May 16, 2021.”™ "Article Series (U.S. National Park Service)". Nps.gov. Retrieved July 9, 2022.” "Badlands - Frequently Asked Questions". nps.gov. National Park Service. Retrieved
March 1, 2018.” "Big Foot". U-s-history.com. Retrieved July 9, 2022.”~ Shaw, Ethan. "How Did Badlands National Park Get Its Name?". USA Today. Retrieved October 18, 2017.” This article incorporates public domain material from Badlands National Park. National Park Service. Retrieved October 25, 2021.” Tennant, Brad (May 22, 2017). On This
Day in South Dakota History. Arcadia. ISBN9781625857644.” "Part 2:Listing of National Park System Areas by State". Archived from the original on July 10, 2012.”™ a b "Legislation for Park Establishment". National Park Service.”™ Hellman, Paul (February 14, 2006). Historical Gazetter of the United States. Routledge. p.1,000. ISBN1135948593."
Annual Report of the Director of the National Park Service to the Secretary of the Interior. June 30, 1929. p.38.” "National Park Service: Historic Listings of NPS Officials". Nps.gov.” Ray, Charles (August 18, 2003). "Trouble over the Badlands". Hcn.org. Retrieved April 30, 2020.” "Badlands National Park superintendent to retire".
Rapidcityjournal.com.” Eilperin, Juliet (June 23, 2013). "In the Badlands, a tribe helps buffalo make a comeback". Washingtonpost.com.”™ "Mike Pflaum Selected as Superintendent of Badlands National Park - Badlands National Park (U.S. National Park Service)". Nps.gov.”™ "BADLANDS SUPERINTENDENT PFLAUM RETIREMENT".
blackhillsbadlands.com.”™ "Eric Veach selected as superintendent of Badlands National Park - Regions 3, 4, and 5". National Park Service. Retrieved October 14, 2023.” Ruiz, Santi (September 13, 2020). "Bring Back the Bison". Yahoo News. Retrieved September 14, 2020.” "Bison, Buffalo, Tatanka: Bovids of the Badlands". U.S. National Park Service.
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in the wilderness of the southwest regions of South Dakota, Badlands Natural Park is located in the counties of Oglala Lakota, Pennington, and Jackson. It is approximately 50 miles east of Rapid City, which has regular flights coming in from airports in major U.S. cities such as Chicago, Salt Lake City, Houston, and Dallas, just to name a few. Not
everyone will appreciate the rugged beauty of Badlands National Park, especially those who are used to vacationing in luxurious beach resorts or crowded metropolitan cities. Landscape And Climate The landscape of the Badlands National Park in South Dakota. For those who are fond of the great outdoors, the park offers 224,000 acres of jutting
cliffs, rock formations, grass prairie, ridges, cones, and a seemingly endless expanse of dramatic scenery and unique landscapes. If you plan to visit the park during the summer, be prepared for the scorching heat of the sun, accompanied by smatterings of heavy rain and violent storms. June is considered the wettest month, while January is the best
time to visit for those who want to avoid getting wet in the South Dakota rain. Visiting The Park Roughly one million people visit Badlands National Park every year, not only to immerse themselves in the rugged beauty of its varied landscapes, but also to go camping, hiking, biking, and mountain climbing. The park is open the whole year round, 24
hours a day, 7 days a week, although its main visitor center, the Bein Reifel Visitor Center, is closed on certain holidays, such as Christmas Day and Thanksgiving Day. The closest airport is the one located in Rapid City, and from there tourists can take advantage of car rental services to the park. There is no public transportation available in the park,
although private bus tours can be arranged to carry travelers there from Rapid City. Hiking in the Badlands National Park. There are numerous activities that tourists can do to occupy their time while in Badlands National Park. One can jumpstart their tour with a visit at Ben Reifel Visitor Center, a place to receive pertinent information and purchase
unique souvenirs. A variety of Park Ranger programs offer interesting educational walks, including discussing fossils and the wildlife that live in the park. Meanwhile, the diverse scenery along the Badlands Loop State Scenic Highway is something thats not to be missed either. Those who wish to go stargazing will do well to book themselves a tour
with the Night Sky program, which has telescopes that can be used to enjoy the magnificent celestial views proffered by the South Dakota summertime skies. Wildlife A prairie dog in the Badlands National Park. Photography enthusiasts will surely be delighted with the sheer number of plants and animals living in Badlands National Park. These
include 9 mammal species, 69 butterfly species, and a host of varied amphibians, reptiles, and birds. 64,144 acres of the park are part of this protected wilderness area where the black-footed ferret was reintroduced after having been declared "North Americas Most Endangered Mammal". Other animals roaming free here are black-tailed prairie
dogs, foxes, rattlesnakes, bobcats, pronghorn antelopes, buffalo, mule deer, and various birds. Threats Sunrise over the Badlands National Park. When visiting Badlands Natural Park, visitors are requested to respect Mother Nature and everything within it. The region is well known for its ever changing weather, so it's important to keep yourself well
informed by visiting information centers and local transportation agencies and their respective website in order to assess road conditions. Like all national parks, the Badlands is heavily affected by all sorts of human, activities especially those that pollute the natural resources in and around it. Other major concerns are fossil poaching, illegal game
hunting, fire management, and wildlife preservation. Badlands National Park is a rugged, otherworldly landscape where sharply eroded buttes, layered rock formations, and wide-open prairie stretch as far as the eye can see. It was the 16th national park we visited and one that surprised us with its dramatic beauty, rich fossil beds, and abundant
wildlife. Whether youre planning your first visit or looking to uncover more of its wild charm, this hub page gathers all our best resources to help you plan an unforgettable Badlands adventure. Here are a few quick facts to help you get oriented before planning your visit to this rugged and otherworldly national park on the Great Plains. Location:
Southwestern South Dakota, near the town of Wall. Established: November 10, 1978. Size: 244,000 acres. Annual Visitors: ~1 million. Best Time to Visit: Late spring or early fall for mild temperatures, wildlife viewing, and clear skies for stargazing. Top Highlights: Scenic Loop Drive, fossil beds, dramatic rock formations, prairie wildlife (including
bison and bighorn sheep), hiking trails, and stargazing. Entrance Fee: $30 per vehicle (valid for 7 consecutive days); annual and interagency passes accepted. If youre new to Badlands National Park or just want a refresher, this comprehensive guide covers everything you need to know from how to get there and what to see, to tips on making the most
of your visit. Its a great starting point for trip planning. Badlands National Park in South Dakota: What You Should Know Badlands was park #16 for us and we didnt expect to be so blown away. The landscapes feel like stepping onto another planet. This post breaks it all down and helps you see why it deserves a spot on your list. Choosing the right
time to visit can make all the difference. This guide breaks down the pros and cons of each season including weather, crowds, prices, and available activities so you can plan with confidence. The Best Time to Visit Badlands National Park: Crowds, Weather, Cost & Activities We visited in August when the temps hit 101F not ideal for hiking or lingering
at overlooks. Learn from our mistake and check out this guide to find the best time for your Badlands adventure. Were working on even more helpful guides, including: What Wed Do Differently: Lessons learned and mistakes to avoid on your Badlands trip. Is Badlands Worth Visiting? An honest look at what surprised us and why its still worth the
journey. Bookmark this page well add new links as they go live! The Badlands are waiting whether youre excited by dramatic rock formations, wildlife sightings, or endless prairie skies. Use this guide to start planning your adventure in one of Americas most unique and breathtaking national parks. Featured image credit: Miles with McConkey
Badlands National Park in South Dakota is a surreal wonderland of rugged, eroded buttes, pinnacles, and spires, layered in colorful sediments. The park offers visitors a mix of breathtaking vistas/drives, hiking trails, and unique ecosystems. This guide includes information on scenic driving, short walks, longer hikes, and practical tips for
visiting.Located in southwestern South Dakota, Badlands National Park spans more than 240,000 acres of dramatic rock-scapes and mixed-grass prairie. The park is divided into two main units: the North Unit (accessible via paved roads and visitor centers) and the more remote South Unit (part of the Pine Ridge Reservation, requiring backcountry
exploration).Visitors typically spend the most in the North Unit, where the iconic Badlands Loop Road (Highway 240) winds through the parks most famous overlooks and trailheads.Badlands National ParkPlan to spend at least a half day here, though a full day to 1.5 days will allow for more thorough exploration, time spent hiking, or getting those
epic photos. But there are plenty of hikes, wildlife photo ops, and other activities to keep you engaged for much longer.There are three entry stations to Badlands NP, the Northeast Entrance (via I-90, Exit 131), the Pinnacles Entrance (via I-90, Exit 110), and the Interior Entrance (via SD Hwy 44).The closest entrance from Rapid City, SD is the
Northeast Entrance, which is about 63 miles, or an hours drive from the city. From the state capital of Pierre, its about a 2-hour drive to either of the Pinnacles or Interior Entrance Stations.Badlands National Park is best visited in the spring months of April and May or in fall, September and October. Temperatures ae moderate and the park is less
crowded. Summer can bring scorching temps and heavy crowds, while winter brings frigid temps, snow, and icy roads.The current fee to enter Badlands National park is $30 per vehicle, which grants entry for 7 days. This park is included in the America the Beautiful Pass (also known as the National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass), which
costs $80/year and provides admission to all national parks and many other sites in the National Park Service. Visit their website to see all your entry / pass options and to purchase your pass online.The iconic drive through Badlands National Park is on the Badlands Loop Road. Driving this road is a must for any visitor. Weve provided a stop-by-stop
description using our star rating system of the Badlands Loop Road and its many stops. You need a minimum of 1-2 hours to drive this iconic route. Plan for more as you will want to pullover at many of the marked stops to take pictures, enjoy the views, and hike. If you are short on time, use our star ranking system to plan your visit weve outlined 7
stops but try to save time if at all possible for one hike or nature trail.If you have time for more and I hope you do! make sure to do some hiking and drive Sage Creek Road, a gravel route that starts near the Pinnacles Entrance and cuts west to Scenic, SD. From there, you can take SD 44 back to Badlands Loop Road near the Interior Entrance
Station.You can get the full experience of Badlands NP in 1.5 days.The Badlands Loop Road is the main route through the park. It offers panoramic views of the Badlands buttes, spires, and canyons, and has frequent pullouts for photos and short walks/hikes. If you have limited time in Badlands National Park, this is your essential experience!The
route is 31 miles long, starting at the Pinnacles Entrance Station and ending at the Northeast Entrance Station. (This direction suits those coming to Badlands from the west. From the east, simply reverse the route.) The paved, two-lane road takes 1-2 hours to drive without stops, but plan for at least a half-day to fully enjoy the overlooks and short
trails. If you want to do more hiking, which we recommend, plan for a full day. You wont regret it!Cell service is spotty, so download maps ahead of time. Gas and services are limited within the park; fuel up in Wall or Interior.Eroded BadlandsThis is one of the most popular overlooks in Badlands NP. It provides a sweeping view of the rugged peaks
and the Sage Creek Basin. Sunsets here are spectacular as the sun lights up the rock layers in shades of red and gold.Pinnacles Overlook, Badlands National ParkTips: Look for bighorn sheep on the cliffs below. Arrive early or late to avoid crowds.The Ancient Hunters Overlook stop highlights the parks human history, where archaeological evidence
suggests Native American hunters stalked bison thousands of years ago.The view stretches across the eroded landscape.The Yellow Mounds Overlook is known for its vibrant, mustard-yellow mounds. The contrast with the surrounding red and gray buttes is striking. If youre here in the morning or evening, you can get some great photos!Yellow
MoundsPronghorn at Homestead OverlookThis overlook offers a broad view of the Conata Basin, a grassy expanse dotted with eroded formations. This is a great place to spot prairie wildlife such as prairie dogs and grazing bison.The Homestead Overlook showcases the mixed-grass prairie once farmed by early homesteaders. The view contrasts the
harsh Badlands with fertile lowlands. Be on the lookout for pronghorn here.This is a fun stop and a must for families! Its entertaining to observe the busy prairie dog colony barking and scampering.Prairie Dog at Prairie Dog TownFrom here you have views of Burns Basin framed by layered buttes and prairie. The stop is less crowded than other
overlooks and provides a peaceful stop.Pull in here for views of grasslands stretching toward the horizon. Strong winds are common here, making it a fun stop on a warm day. On calm days, listen for the rustle of grass or birds singing.The Badlands eroded formations are displayed on a grand scale at this must-see stop. Get out your wide-angle
lens!View from Panorama PointThis stop is named for Chief Big Foot of the Lakota Sioux tribe. The overlook gives views of the White River Valley. A small picnic area makes it a great rest stop!Just a skip down the road from the last stop, this is a great place to stretch your legs. A short (0.1 mile), flat trail takes you to the overlook. Here, you see the
White Rivers wide valley cutting through the Badlands, with layered cliffs in the background.White River Valley OverlookHere, the drive becomes incredibly scenic with sharp curves. The views of forested slopes transitioning into Badlands terrain are amazing. Take your time through here to enjoy the changing landscape.Another chance to stretch
your legs and an interesting stop for kids! Here, a 0.25-mile, accessible boardwalk loop awaits. It displays fossil replicas from the parks prehistoric past, including saber-toothed cats and ancient horses.Ben Reifel Visitor Center SignThis is a steep, 0.6-mile roundtrip trail climbing to a plateau with sweeping views. Its a strenuous hike but hugely
rewarding. Youll need sturdy shoes.The restaurant serves breakfast, lunch and dinner when the lodge is open.Cedar Pass Lodge is the only lodging in Badlands NP. It provides lodging, dining, and a gift shop. Open seasonally, it offers cabins with air conditioning, TVs, mini-fridges, microwaves, coffee makers, and private bathrooms. Some cabins
feature fireplaces or private balconies. Costs as of 2024 are around $240/night. Book early at the Badlands Cedar Pass Lodge website.The visitor center offers exhibits on geology, wildlife, and history, and has park rangers onsite to answer all your questions. There is also a scenic overlook, a gift shop, picnic area, and restrooms.This is a relatively
easy and very enjoyable walk. The 0.5-mile loop trail leads through a juniper grove and along a cliff, offering views of the Badlands Wall. There are some stairs so unfortunately this trail is not accessible for everyone.Stairs to viewpoint on the Cliff Shelf Nature TrailBighorn Sheep at Trailhead AreaThis area forms a transition zone between prairies and
Badlands. Park here to access trails and overlooks. Look out for bighorn sheep!This is an easy 0.9-mile round-trip trail leading to an observation area known as The Door in the Badlands Wall. It also provides amazing close-up views of rock formations.This walk is 0.3-mile roundtrip, and is a fun walk for all ages. It leads to a natural window framing the
Badlands and beyond.This amazing 1.5-mile trail is currently closed. Starting off from the trailhead, it utilizes a log ladder to climb up to a narrow path along a cliff edge. The trail ends at The Notch where you have dramatic views of the White River Valley.View of Notch Trail LadderYouve arrived at one of the parks most iconic viewpoints, offering a
stunning first glimpse of the Badlands jagged peaks and valleys. This is a must-stop for sunrise, or a stunning first stop if coming from the Northeast Entrance Station.View from Big Badlands OverlookYouve now completed Badlands Loop Road. See below for other the Sage Creek Road to Scenic, SD Drive.Sage Creek Road runs west off the Badlands
Loop Road, just south of the Pinnacles Entrance Station, to Scenic, SD. This area of Badlands National Park is less crowded but offers amazing stops and views. The apro25-mile road is gravel, but generally passable in a car with reasonable clearance. Take it slow, as washboards and deep ruts form after rain.The first stretch of Sage Creek Road is
along the Badlands Wall. Here you can clearly see the contrast between the flat prairie to the north and the eroded rocky terrain to the south.There is a marked pull-off on the left. The overlook peers into the Sage Creek Wilderness Area with rolling grasslands and distant eroded hillsAt about Mile 5, start looking for Prairie Dog Mounds. This is one of
the best stops on Sage Creek Road, featuring a massive prairie dog colony. Watch and listen to the hundreds of prairie dogs they are highly entertaining! Look for bison too as they often graze here. When we visited, there was a large herd of bison very nearby.Scenic stop with views over the Sage Creek Valley. While less captivating than than eastern
park views, the Hay Butte Overlook affords a peaceful panorama.Primitive campground with exposed sites, pit toilets, no water.Sage Creek is shallow and seasonal. There is no bridge and the crossing can flood after heavy rain. Never cross a flooded stream! Cottonwood trees and grasses flourish here.These miles are full-on prairie. Watch for
pronghorn and soaring hawks.The remaining miles continue to cut through prairie, ending at Scenic, SD, which has one gas station and little else.This 34-mile, paved route takes you back into the park via SD 44 and SD 240 (Badlands Loop Road) at the Interior Entrance Station.The first 15 miles are through prairie and unremarkable. As you turn onto
the Badlands Loop Road (SD 40), the scenery changes dramatically. Follow our Badlands Loop Road guide in reverse order as you travel the remainder of this route through the Interior Entrance to the Ben Eifel Visitor Center. (See also our list of other National Parks guides (US and Canada).)One of the most popular attractions in western South
Dakota, the Badlands National Park provides its visitors dazzling views of beautiful, striking rock-like formations. The buttes, pinnacles, and spires formed by winds and glacial erosion more than 35 million years ago enchant the over one million annual visitors to The Badlands National Park. Rainfall, wind, and perpetual freezing and thawing erode
approximately one inch of topsoil per year and continue to reveal more ancient mysteries including fossils and ancient artifacts. The Badlands National Park is an ever-changing, wondrous work of natural art.The History of the BadlandsLocated in southwest South Dakota, The Badlands National Park was named for the Native American Siouxs
description of the harsh terrain. The Sioux referred to the area as mako sica, meaning land bad. In 1743, the first white men to cross the terrain were French-Canadian trappers. These trappers referred to the site as les mauvaises terres a traverser, which translates in English to bad lands to travel across.The harsh landscape, rough terrain, and
scarcity of water all contributed to make the Badlands one of the worlds richest mammal fossil beds, containing fossil remains from the Eocene-Oligocene epoch, referred to as The Golden Age of Mammals. Scientists believe that 33 million years ago, a watering hole was located in the Badlands and that a drought forced mammals to travel long
distances to locate water. The soft, sedimentary ground caused many of these creatures to become bogged down, and they often perished in the heat before water could be located. Scavengers were drawn to the area to feed on the remains, and often met the same demise. Scientists studying the South Dakota Badlands have discovered the remains of
ancient three-toed horses, tiny deer-like creatures, turtles, a saber-toothed cat, and ancient hornless rhinoceroses.Modern-day mammals, such as bison, antelope, big horn sheep, deer, and swift foxes, roam the 244,000 acres of The Badlands National Park, comprising the largest expanse of protected prairie land in the National Park system. The
Badlands National Park is also a reintroduction site of the endangered black-footed ferret, one of the worlds rarest mammals.Visiting the ParkVisitors to South Dakotas Badlands National Park can enjoy hiking on eight trails ranging in length from -mile to 10 miles long, round trip. The Fossil Exhibit Trail is fully accessible, boasting fossil replicas of
now extinct animals that once roamed the area.The Big Pig Dig, an archaeological site discovered by hikers in 1993, is an active excavation site at the Badlands. Since its discovery, more than 13,000 bones have been removed from the site. Visitors to The Badlands National Park can visit The Big Pig Dig to watch paleontologists in action. The Ben
Reifel Visitor Center, named for the first American Indian to serve in the U.S. House of Representatives, is open daily and features exhibits, interactive displays, ranger-led programs, and video presentations.Badlands visitors have the option to camp at Cedar Pass Campground, a 96-site facility boasting scenic views of the breathtaking geologic
formations. Visitors to The Badlands National Park are also in close proximity to other popular parks and monuments.Mount Rushmore National Memorial, Custer State Park, and Jewel Cave National Monument are all within brief driving distance of The Badlands National Park and Rapid City is about 80 miles west. Facebook Flipboard This post may
contain affiliate links. When you make a purchase using one of these affiliate links, we get paid a small commission at no extra cost to you. Best Things to Do in Badlands National Park How to Use This Map: Click the icons on the map to get more information about each point of interest. To take this map with you, click the star next to the title of the
map which adds it to your Google account. Next, within your Google Maps app, select Saved and then select Maps. This map title will now appear in your list. If you do one thing in Badlands National Park, it should be a drive along Badlands Loop Road (Highway 240). This road twists and turns along the Wall, a 60-mile stretch of eroded, jagged rocks,
that separate the upper and lower prairies. Badlands Loop Road is a 30-mile, paved road that runs through the most scenic part of the park. Located along this road are overlooks, boardwalk trails, and the jumping off points for backcountry hikes into the interior of the Badlands. We drove the Badlands Loop Road multiple times and stopped at every
single overlook. Here are our seven favorites. These overlooks are listed in order, starting near Sage Creek Drive and ending at the northeast entrance station. Pinnacles Overlook This is one of the most visited overlooks in the park and absolutely worth the visit, at least one time during the day. We were here at sunrise, midday, and sunset and it
changes dramatically depending on the lighting. Below I have a photo from each of these different times. There are several overlooks here as well as the chance to walk a short trail out to another viewpoint. Pinnacles Overlook at sunrise The view midday Sunset at the Pinnacles overlook Another sunset photo This is not an official overlook but we
really liked it. As you approach the Yellow Mound Overlook (the next overlook on our list), you will drive through vibrantly colored yellow hills. There is a turnout here where you can safely park your car and get out to enjoy the view, if you like. GPS coordinates: 435058.2N 1021248.4W This overlook gives you a view of the yellow hills of the Badlands.
Why are the Yellow Mounds yellow? The yellow color comes from fossil soils, called paleosols, that have weathered and changed color when exposed to the sun. This overlook gives you a view back towards the Yellow Mounds and more multi-colored layers of the Badlands. Walk on a short boardwalk trail to this stunning viewpoint. Its beautiful during
the day and gorgeous at sunset. This overlook is one of Tims favorites. You can walk short trails further out into the Badlands for an even better view. Just beware! Dont get near the edgethe ground can be slippery and the cliffs are fragile and can give way under your feet. In my opinion, this is the best overlook in the park (Pinnacles is #2). From the
overlook, you gaze out at over an enormous section of zebra-striped hills. The view is jaw-dropping and this is a magical place at sunrise. Planning Your Time Badlands Loop Road runs from the Northeast Entrance Station to Sage Creek Road. If you drove this road without stopping, it would take about an hour and fifteen minutes, one-way. Once you
add on overlooks and a few, short walks/hikes, this drive can take half to a full day, depending on what you choose to do. Sunrise and sunset are magical in the Badlands. But sunrise is our favorite of the two. Why? For one thing, there are much fewer people who are willing to roll out of bed and drive into the park in the early morning hours. But the
lighting is also very special. We watched the sunrise from the Big Badlands Overlook and it is one of our favorite national park sunrise experiences (Bryce Canyon and the Grand Canyon are also spectacular). From the Big Badlands Overlook, you can either watch the sunrise from the viewing platform (a short walk from the parking lot) or you can hike
out into the hills. Its worth the short walk since you can get closer to the striped rock formations and colorful pinnacles. The cover photo for this post was taken at the Big Badlands Overlook. This is easier for most people, since you dont have to wake up early. Plus, its the perfect way to end your day in the park. Before our trip to the Badlands, I read
that the top sunset spots are Conata Basin, the Pinnacles, and Norbeck Pass. We tried Conata Basin and werent impressed. Pinnacles is great but expect big crowds. Our favorite sunset spot is Panorama Point. We were the only ones here and the view is incredible. Photography Tip: The best time to photograph the Badlands is during the two hours
around sunrise and sunset (the Magic Hour or Golden Hour). The sun is low on the sky, the lighting is soft, and you will not have the harsh contrasts and shadowing that you get midday. The worst time to photograph the Badlands is between 10 am and 2 pm, when shadows on the pinnacles and spires make photography difficult. The Notch Trail is
pure fun. This hike is great for adventurous kids and adults. Its just 1.5 miles round trip and features a walk through a scenic canyon, a climb up a wooden ladder, a brief walk along a cliff trail, and ends with a view of the amazing scenery of the Badlands. There is a short section where the trail is only 5 feet wide. If you have a fear of heights or are
planning to do this with young kids, you can skip this section. At the base of the ladder you have a choice to make. You can either climb up the ladder and walk the cliff trail, or follow the trail through the canyon floor until it rejoins with the higher trail. LEARN MORE: How to Hike the Notch Trail The Castle Trail is a 5-mile point-to-point trail that
cuts through the heart of the Badlands. It connects two points on Badlands Loop Drive: the Fossil Exhibit Trail with the Window and Door Trails. There are many different ways that you can hike the Castle Trail. The best way is to do it point-to-point, but you will need someone to drop you off and pick you up. You can also hike it out-and-back for a total
of 10 miles. Your third option is to just hike a section of it. We hiked the entire Castle Trail and our favorite section was the Saddle Pass Castle Trail Medicine Root Loop. This hike is 4.7 miles long and takes about 2 hours. The first climb up Saddle Pass is strenuous but the rest of the trail is easy. Along the way, you are treated to views across the
prairieland, rocky pinnacles, and you might even get to see bighorn sheep or pronghorn. Bighorn sheep Saddle Pass Trail. This trail is a short, steep, strenuous climb up into these hills where it later joins the Castle Trail. LEARN MORE: How to Hike the Castle Trail The Badlands has one of the most concentrated mammal fossil beds in the world. The
Fossil Exhibit Trail is the best place to learn about these discoveries. The Fossil Exhibit Trail is just .25 miles long. A boardwalk trail takes you past 75 million years of history and the animals that once inhabited this land. This is another very short, boardwalk trail. Just .25 miles long, the trail ends at the Window, a viewpoint of the Wall and the
pinnacles and spires that make the Badlands so famous. While in Badlands National Park, please practice the seven principles of Leave No Trace: plan ahead, stay on the trail, pack out what you bring to the hiking trail, properly dispose of waste, leave areas as you found them, minimize campfire impacts, be considerate of other hikers, and do not
approach or feed wildlife. If you want to get up close with amazing rock formations of the Badlands without a full-on hike, this is a great option. The Door Trail is 0.75 miles long (round-trip), flat, and great for almost all ability levels. The trail starts off as a boardwalk (100 meters of the hike is on a boardwalk). Once off the boardwalk, you will hike 800
meters into the Badlands, on a rough, uneven terrain. The national park service lists this part of the trail as strenuous but I think most people will find it to be easy but fun. Kids will love this short, fun hike. Over the 800 meters, the trail descends down into a field of fossil beds and the entire way you have views of the pinnacles and spires of the
Badlands. PRO TRAVEL TIP: The Notch Trail, Door Trail, and Window Trail all start from the same parking lot. The Castle Trail also starts here and heads west through the park, ending at the Fossil Exhibit Trail. This parking lot is enormous and there are restrooms here. The Cliff Shelf Nature Trail is located near the base of the final viewpoint from
the Notch Trail. This trail offers stunning views along the Wall and up to the Notch. It is 0.5 miles round trip with 300 feet of elevation gain and takes most people about 15 minutes. Note: We were unable to do this on our visit because of road construction. Sage Creek Rim Road heads into the western section of Badlands National Park. This road is a
well-maintained gravel road that is suitable for standard cars. If you want to visit a less-traveled part of the park, get up close with wildlife, see more of the prairie land, or head into the backcountry, its worth doing this short drive. Sage Creek Rim Road starts on the Badlands Loop Drive, not far from the Pinnacles Overlook. It is 25 miles long, ending
near Scenic, South Dakota. As you head farther west from the Pinnacles overlook, the pinnacles and spires gradually fade away, to be replaced with rounded hills and small forests of pine trees. This area of the park feels more rugged, wild, and remote than the paved Badlands Loop Road. What it lacks in scenery it makes up for with wildlife sightings.
On this road, and really not all that far from the Pinnacles overlook, we saw lots of bison, some pronghorn and bighorn sheep, and a coyote. Here are the views from the overlooks along Sage Creek Rim Road. Hay Butte Overlook Badlands Wilderness Overlook PRO TRAVEL TIP: You dont have to drive the entire length of Sage Creek Rim Road. To get
to Sage Creek Wilderness Overlook, it is a 6-mile drive, one-way (starting near the Pinnacles Overlook), past the best scenery on the road. With stops at the overlooks and at Roberts Prairie Dog Town, this drive will take about one hour. Located on Sage Creek Rim Road is Roberts Prairie Dog Town. If you have never seen prairie dogs this is a great
place to observe them. Prairie dogs are ground squirrels. They form towns, which are collections of burrows and family units that can span many acres. The prairie dogs sit at the openings of their burrows and bark a warning cry to their buddies as invaders approach. If you get to close, the prairie dog will escape down into their burrow, emitting one
final squeak. To see the prairie dogs at Roberts Prairie Dog Town, simply park your car in the car park and walk one of the trails out into the town. Note: As part of Leave No Trace, do not feed the prairie dogs. Explore the backcountry of the Badlands by hiking the Sage Creek Wilderness Area. The Badlands are one of the few national parks where
visitors are permitted to hike off trail, exploring the wilderness on their own. There are no maintained trails here but you are permitted to hike the area on your own. The Sage Creek Wilderness Area can be accessed from several points. The Sage Creek Campground is a popular access point but if you dont want to drive that far down Sage Creek Rim
Road, you can also start at the Sage Creek Basin Overlook. This is what we did. The view from Sage Creek Basin overlook. Before you go, register your name and vehicle information details in the Backcountry Register. From here, you can hike out into the Sage Creek wilderness, following the faint hiking trails and bison trails that weave their way
through the tall grass. We saw bison grazing off in the distance, but the real thrill was just being out here on our own. Tim and I hiked just about a mile round trip, nothing too far or too time intensive, but it was still a very nice experience. But it would be very easy to wander through this wilderness all day. In the Sage Creek Wilderness, you will hike
through the grasslands with a good chance of spotting bison, bighorn sheep, and pronghorn. However, this area lacks the rugged, rocky scenery that makes the Badlands so photogenic. But if you want to escape the crowds, this is a good place to do it. Similar to the Sage Creek Wilderness Area, the Deer Haven Wilderness area is another area of the
Badlands where you can hike unmaintained trails into the backcountry. The hike to Deer Haven starts at the Conata Picnic Area. Drive the road to the very end and park in the parking lot. Fill out the Backcountry Register before starting your hike. If you follow the trail for 3 miles, you will reach Deer Haven, where you have great views of the park
and an excellent chance to spot wildlife. We did not go that far. Instead, about a half mile into the hike, we took a faint side trail and followed it into the Badlands. For much of the time, we hiked through a wash as the striped walls and rock formations grew up around us. It was tons of fun and the real enjoyment is just being out here, exploring on
your own. PRO TRAVEL TIP: Even though the trail is unmaintained, it was very easy to follow. However, we were only on the main trail for a half mile before following a different trail into the Badlands. I recommend taking photos of the trail as you hike, just to make sure you know how to get back to your car. We also hike with a Garmin GPS and
Garmin Fenix watches, which track our route. If we ever get lost, we can follow our route back to our starting point. Sheep Mountain Road is a gravel road takes you through a more remote section of Badlands National Park. This road starts in the North Unit and ends in the South Unit. Sheep Mountain Road starts off as a well-maintained gravel road.
It travels through badlands scenery, similar to what you see along the Badlands Loop Road. It climbs a small hill, taking you to a spectacular overlook. Beyond the Sheep Mountain Overlook, the road enters the South Unit and becomes much rougher. To keep going, you must have a vehicle with good ground clearance and a 44 is recommended.
Standard cars and small SUVs will not make it down this road. Unfortunately, I do not have photos of what is at the end of Sheep Mountain Road, for two reasons. We were in a small SUV and attempted to drive further, but turned around almost immediately due to the rough conditions of the road. Secondly, the South Unit was closed during our visit
due to COVID-19 so had we made it farther, we would have been forced to turn around once we reached this boundary. Getting Here: Take Bombing Range Road south from Scenic for 4 miles and turn right onto Sheep Mountain Road. It is a 4.8 mile drive to get to the overlook. Red Shirt Table Overlook is the best place to get a view of the South Unit
of Badlands National Park. Unfortunately, this was closed during our visit. Red Shirt Overlook is located on Highway 41 on the west side of the South Unit. Just outside of the park are three more notable places to recommend. These are not located on national park land but they make nice additions to your trip. Scenic, South Dakota Scenic is a ghost
town that is located just outside of national park lands. In 2010, 58 people lived here. The town and the surrounding area were purchased in 2011 by Iglesia ni Cristo, a Christian church in the Philippines. Not much has been done with the town since this time and now its just a collection of abandoned buildings. Its worth a quick visit if you plan to
visit Sheep Table Overlook, Red Shirt Table Overlook, or the South Unit of Badlands National Park. During the Cold War, hundreds of Minuteman Missiles were hidden in silos near the Badlands. Now, the national park service preserves two of these sites, the the Launch Control Facility for Delta-01 and the Delta-09 Missile Silo. Start your visit at the
Minuteman Missile Visitor Center, which is located near the east entrance into the Badlands. There is a small museum here and it is filled with lots of interesting facts about the Cold War and the accumulation of missiles by the United States and the Soviet Union. You can also look down into the Delta-09 Missile Silo (no tour necessary), which is
located 15 miles northwest of the Visitor Center, just off of Highway 90 (7 miles from Wall). If you want to tour the Launch Control Facility, you can only do this on a guided tour. Get the full details on hours of operation and tours of the Launch Control Facility here. If you are driving through South Dakota, or even in a neighboring state (we saw signs
for Wall Drug near Devils Tower!!), you will see a crazy number of billboards for this drugstore. Wall Drug started in 1931 as a small drug store in a very small town. Through self-promotion, Wall Drug grew into a cowboy-themed mall. Now, it has several restaurants, shops, and art gallery, and even a small chapel. According to the New York Times,
Wall Drug is a sprawling tourist attraction of international renown that draws some two million annual visitors to a remote town. Thats quite impressive, considering that Badlands National Park only gets 1 million visitors per year. If you are taking a midday break or just need a bite to eat, its a short drive to Wall Drug from Badlands National Park.
With half of a day, you can drive Badlands Loop Road, visit several of the overlooks, and hike a short trail (we recommend the Notch Trail, the Door Trail, or hiking up Saddle Pass to the Castle Trail). Ideally, try to catch sunrise or sunset here, because they are magical. With one day in Badlands National Park, you can do most of what we have on this
list. Start on the east side of the park. Watch sunrise from Big Badlands Overlook. Hike the Notch, Door and Window Trails. Then, drive Badlands Loop Road, stopping at the visitor center and overlooks along the way. Walk the Fossil Exhibit Trail and continue west through the park. In the afternoon, drive Sage Creek Rim Road until you get to Sage



Creek Wilderness overlook. Return to the Pinnacles Overlook for sunset. Get the full itinerary in our article One Perfect Day in Badlands National Park. With two days in Badlands National Park, you can do everything on this list. Follow our one day itinerary above, but instead of driving Sage Creek Road, hike part or all of the Castle Trail. On day 2,
watch the sunrise from the Pinnacles Overlook. Venture out into the backcountry and hike Sage Creek Wilderness or Deer Haven. Drive Sage Creek Road and then visit Scenic, Sheep Mountain Overlook, and the South Unit of Badlands National Park. Badlands officially became a national park on November 10, 1978. In 2022, it received 1 million
visitors, making it the 26th most visited national park that year. Badlands National Park gets its name from the Lakota people, Native Americans who inhabited this land. The Lakota people called this land mako sica which translates to bad lands. Why is this land called badlands? Summers are hot and dry. Winters are cold and windy. There is very
little drinking water and the land is hard to travel through. It makes a great place to visit (especially from an air-conditioned car) but this is not the kind of place that many would like to call home. The term badlands also indicates a type of terrain where clay-rich soils have been eroded by wind and water. In the United States, you can also see
badlands in Death Valley, Petrified Forest, and Theodore Roosevelt National Parks. There are two sections to Badlands National Park. The North Unit is the most visited part of the park. This is where you will find the Badlands Loop Road, Sage Creek Wilderness Drive, and the top hikes and overlooks in the park. The South Unit, also called the
Stronghold Unit, is co-managed by the Oglala Lakota Tribe. The South Unit was a former Air Force bomb range during World War II. We were warned by a park ranger not to go hiking in this section of the park since there are still unexploded bombs here. For thousands of years, Native Americans used this land as hunting grounds. At the end of the
19th century, homesteaders moved into this territory and the Native Americans were forced off of the land. The Great Dust Bowl of the 1930s forced many of these settlers off of the land. Later, during WWII, the US Air Force took possession of the land to be used as a bombing and gunnery range. In recent years, Badlands National Park has been
taking steps to return the South Unit to the management of the Oglala Lakota Sioux tribe. For more information about the history and culture of Badlands National Park, click here. This park preserves 244,000 acres and contains the largest mixed-grass prairie in the United States. Bison, bighorn sheep, and pronghorn are frequently seen here, as are
prairie dogs. The black-footed ferret, one of the most endangered mammals in the world, was reintroduced into this park. Nomadland, Dances with Wolves, Armageddon, Thunderheart, and Starship Troopers were filmed in this park. The best time to visit Badlands National Park during the spring and fall months. Spring is a nice time to visit the park,
with cool temperatures and low crowds. As the warmer weather moves in, rain chances increase. June is the wettest month in the park. If you dont mind the chance of rain, May is a beautiful time to visit the park. In summer, temperatures can soar well past 100F. Violent thunderstorms with hail can spring up with little warning and tornadoes are a
possibility. The fall months are a spectacular time to visit the Badlands. Temperatures are cool, rainfall is low, and crowds begin to lessen once kids return to school. We visited the Badlands in early October and had a great experience. We were here during a heatwave and it did get up to 89F one day, but the mornings and evenings were cool and
clear. Typically, the high temperature in October is 65F. Winters are cold and windy. Snowfall is very likely and the Badlands typically get 12 to 24 inches of snow per year. Big Badlands Overlook The closest airport is in Rapid City, South Dakota. From the airport, it takes one hour to drive to the park. Here are the driving distances and times from
nearby destinations: Wall, South Dakota: 8 miles, 15 minutesRapid City, South Dakota: 62 miles, 1 hourWind Cave National Park: 55 miles, 1.25 hoursDevils Tower, Wyoming: 165 miles, 2.5 hoursSioux Falls, South Dakota: 276 miles, 4 hoursDenver, Colorado: 375 miles, 6 hours If you want to stay in the park, you have a few options. The only lodge in
the park is the Cedar Pass Lodge. There are also two campgrounds in the park. The Cedar Pass Campground has some sites for RVs but the Sage Creek Campground does not. Backcountry camping is permitted in Badlands National Park. Learn more on the official website. Outside of the Park The closest town is Wall. To get into the park it is just a 15
minute drive. I recommend staying here, rather than driving back and forth to Rapid City, especially if you plan to spend more than one day here. Wall is a very small town, with a handful of hotels and motels and a few decent restaurants. We stayed at the Best Western Plains Motel, which is one of the highest rated properties in town. Rooms are
nothing fancy but they are clean and quiet and the WiFi was decent. Americas Best Value Inn and the Days Inn get mediocre reviews. In Wall, you can have lunch at Wall Drug (they close at 6 pm so dont expect to get dinner here). We ate at Badlands Saloon and Grille twice for dinner and enjoyed it. Amigos Cantina was recommended to us by our
hotel staff. The only restaurant in the park is the Cedar Pass Lodge, located near the Ben Reifel Visitor Center. Other than this, there are no other food options inside the park, so pack a picnic lunch for the day (especially if you only have one day in the park). It will take a minimum of 30 minutes to drive back and forth to Wall. This isnt a bad option,
as it will give you a break from sightseeing, the crowds, and the midday heat, but just be aware of how much time you will lose by driving here. Most of the larger trailheads have restrooms (the Visitor Center, Fossil Exhibit Trail, and Door/Window/Notch Trailhead have restrooms). I dont recall seeing any restrooms at the overlooks on Badlands Loop
Road. Recommended camera gear: All of our photos were taken with a Canon 5D Mark IV camera with a 24-70 mm lens. [ recommend bringing a wide angle lens to capture the amazing landscapes and a good zoom lens when photographing the wildlife. Entrance Fee: $30 per vehicle, valid for 7 days. Hours: The park is open 24 hours, 7 days a week,
365 days per year. Cellular Service: We had a decent cellular signal on Badlands Loop Road. It was enough to send texts and use Google for directions. But I wouldnt expect to text your friends big video files or surf the internet while you are here. Public WiFi is available at the Ben Reifel Visitor Center. Current Conditions: Get updated conditions in
Badlands National Park as you plan your trip and before your visit on the official National Park Service website. What is the best trail to hike in the Badlands? The Notch Trail is our favorite trail in the Badlands, since it is short, its fun from start to finish, and you get to climb the ladder made of logs. Hiking the Saddle Pass Trail to the Castle Trail is
another great hike in the Badlands, as is hiking into the backcountry from Sage Creek Rim Road. Is Badlands National Park worth it? Absolutely. Badlands is highly underrated and one of our favorite national parks in the USA. Its small size, stunning landscapes, wildlife, short but sweet hiking trails, and spectacular sunsets make this an easy and very
memorable national park to visit. How many days should I spend in Badlands National Park? With one busy day, you can drive through the heart of the park, visiting numerous overlooks, and hike a few short trails. Try to see sunrise or sunset, since the Badlands are gorgeous at these times of day. With more time, you can venture into the backcountry
(worth it and very easy to do!), do more hikes, or explore the off the beaten path sights around the park. When is the best time of year to visit the Badlands? Spring and fall are the best times to visit Badlands National Park, when the weather is mild and crowds are relatively low. Badlands National Park appears in our Best US National Parks in
Apriland Best National Parks in Octoberarticles. For more information about the best times to visit the national parks, check out our Best National Parks Month-by-Month Guide.With one week in South Dakota, you can visit Badlands National Park, the Black Hills, Mount Rushmore, Custer State Park, Wind Cave National Park, and day trip to Devils
Tower. To help you plan your trip, we have a One Week in South Dakota itinerary eBook that includes this itinerary, information about planning your time in Badlands National Park, and detailed daily schedules, insider tips, and travel planning resources. It is a 25-page version of our South Dakota Itinerary that you can download to take with you or
print at home. Click here to purchase the eBook on Etsy.com. If you have any questions about the best things to do in Badlands National Park, let us know in the comment section below. More Badlands & South Dakota Travel Guides If you are visiting Badlands National Park as a bigger road trip through South Dakota, here is more information to help
you plan your trip. Read all of our articles about the USA in our United States Travel Guide. Stretching from the South Pacific, across the United States to the Caribbean, are 63 national parks. These national treasures preserve iconic landscapes, majestic mountains, primordial forests, arid deserts, misty coastlines, immense canyons, wildlife, and
historic landmarks. The opportunities for adventure are endless. Hiking, rock climbing, rafting, mountain biking, sand boarding, horseback riding, mountaineering, canyoneering, and [] Facebook Flipboard Julie is the main author for Earth Trekkers. Hiker, foodie, photographer, and triathlete, Julie loves traveling the world in search of new
experiences and then sharing them on this site. Her goal is to make your travel planning process easier and to inspire you to visit new places. The rugged beauty of the Badlands draws visitors from around the world. These striking geologic deposits contain one of the worlds richest fossil beds. Ancient horses and rhinos once roamed here. The parks
244,000 acres protect an expanse of mixed-grass prairie where bison, bighorn sheep, prairie dogs, and black-footed ferrets live today. If youre visiting Mount Rushmore in South Dakota, you may be wondering whether nearby Badlands National Park is worth visiting. People rarely travel to South Dakota just for the Badlands, but its worth spending a
full day exploring the park by doing the scenic drive, a few hikes or short walks, and eating in the visitor center. The unusual rock formations and the potential for solitude make this park unique. It makes for a nice camping spot as well! With over 244,000 acres of beauty, the Badlands diverse landscapes and nature highlight some of the most scenic
views smack dab in the middle of the prairie. Bison, prairie dogs, mountain goats, and more roam these lands as well as many geologic formations that house one of the worlds richest fossil beds. Though Ive visited the Badlands multiple times, I finally had the chance recently to get out and actually explore more of the unique grounds and hike some
of the more famous trails. Stick with me and Ill share my firsthand experience and opinions of this notable park. Before planning your trip to Mount Rushmore read When Is The Best Time To Visit Mount Rushmore? and How Much Time Do You Need At Mount Rushmore? Badlands National Park & Wall Drug, South Dakota The fee as of 2024 is $30 to
enter the park. This pass is good for up to 7 days. The most popular thing to do in the Badlands is follow the Loop Road through Badlands National Park. Dont forget to stop and get out of your car often. This is the only main road that travels through the park and the nice thing about it is that it connects to I-80 on each side. You can easily visit the
park as a detour off the freeway and connect back up with the freeway on the other side. Its about a 1-hour drive if you simply drive from one end of the park to the other, but most people take about 3 hours because there are several great places to get out of your car and explore including short hikes, great overlooks, and a very good visitor center
(more on that later!) There are 16 overlooks to check out as you drive through this desolate yet beautiful park. Something great about the viewpoints at the Badlands is that you can easily see from your car what you will see from the viewpoint. Its great to get out for a closer look, but its easy to see from the road if it is a place that you want to stop.
Below is a list of my favorites and why I like them. Burns Basin Overlook. I like this one because a prairie dog town is across the street. It is so fun to watch these cute little creatures pop their heads out of the holes and yip at each other. Homestead Overlook. This viewpoint has wonderful views of the prairie. Contra Basin. I love how you can see both
a big wall and the road from here. Yellow Mounds Overlook. I feel silly saying this but this one is great because there are giant yellow mounds that are fun to climb on. Plus, they look pretty cool. Pinnacles Overlook. The views are very expansive here. There are steps and a point you can walk out to for a better view. You may stumble across many
different wildlife species as you drive through the park. Bison, prairie dogs, sheep, goats, ferrets, and birds. Beware of rattlesnakes! Dont do what I did and forget to bring your binoculars! If you want to spot some of the more elusive animals or get a close-up view then dont forget to pack them. Hiking is a popular activity in the park and there are
many designated trails along the Loop Road. You can grab a park map that shows hiking trails at the entrance with your park guide and receipt. Ive done several of the hikes in the park and even took notes! Notch Trail (one of my favorites!) 45 min, 1.5 mi round trip moderate, packed dirt and rocks, exposed. I got to climb a ladder and ended at a
great viewpoint. Window Trail Accessible, 0.25 miles on a boardwalk. I think this would be a great trail if you didnt want to walk too far or had some physical limitations. Door Trailhead-Accessible, 0.25 miles on a boardwalk. I think this would be good for little kids because it is easy and has some things to climb on at the end. It has a free hike policy
so you dont have to stay on the trail. It also has a view at the end. Cliff Shelf Nature Trail-(pretty cool!) Accessible to the viewpoint, boardwalks, and then stairs with railing and some packed dirt, 0.5 miles. Nice greenery and junipers along the way. It was cool to see some plants in this desolate park! Saddle Pass Trail-(what an adventure!) 0.5 round
trip, strenuous. 360 views from the peak of the rocks and green valleys. So pretty. Very slick with the gravel. Not safe if you are in crappy shoes or an inexperienced hiker but I think any adventurous 10-year-old or teen would love it. Took 45 minutes to hike. Fossil Exhibit Trail-(what a waste of time!) Accessible boardwalk with bronzed fossils. Has
some views of the dirt formations but I think there are better places to walk around. Recently, I did the Notch Trail because its one of the most popular hikes. Ive seen dozens of pictures of the wooden ladder on the trail. It was quite startling to climb this, but also really cool. What an adventure! But I would not recommend taking small children. There
are several cliff areas and the ladder itself is quite a feat. This trail ends with a stunning view of the valley before heading back. It is a 1.5-mile round trip and is said to take 1.5-2 hours, but we did it in 30 minutes. Trails in the badlands can range from 0.25 miles to the longest, the Castle Trail, being 10 miles round trip. This trail is rated as moderate.
Most of the trails are not too strenuous, but with the summer sun and heat, and no shade being a factor, make sure to bring plenty of water on any hike you plan to do, no matter how short it may be. Notch Trail Saddle Pass Trail Learn: all you need to know about hiking in the desert. Horses are allowed in the badlands but must NOT be on designated
trails. There are plenty of places to stop and enjoy a picnic in the Badlands. You can find a cool rock to sit on or even a designated picnic area. The Big Foot Picnic Area is our #1 choice. However, the badlands can be quite windy on certain days. If the weather isnt cooperating you can sit in your car at one of the many scenic overlooks and enjoy your
lunch there. The Badlands are far from any city or light pollution which makes it a prime place to view the stars and Milky Way on a clear night. Many photographers camp out and take stunning photos of the sunset or the sunrise. The open skies are perfect for capturing these breathtaking moments. In the last couple of years, we have had the
fortunate luck to view the northern lights in South Dakota and a perfect spot for viewing them is also in the Badlands. These events are rare and unpredictable but if you are fortunate enough to be visiting during one of these events, then this is the place you want to be. There are two designated campgrounds in the Badlands: Cedar Pass Campground
and Sage Creek. Cedar Pass takes reservations and is open year-round except for some seasonal closures. This is located near the Ben Reifel Visitor Center. No campfires are permitted nor is collecting firewood. Sage Creek is a free campground and is first-come, first-served. Only 22 sites are available and the size of the trailer is limited to 18 feet.
This does not apply to horse trailers and is one of the designated horse camping areas. There are pit toilets but no water here. For potable water, you must bring your own or get it at the Ben Reifel Visitor Center. Campfires are not allowed either, but you can use a charcoal grill. Read about: campgrounds in other parts of the Black Hills. Ben Reifel is
open year-round and has a great souvenir shop, free exhibits, a bookstore, and clean bathrooms. Park staff are available to answer any questions you may have. This is next to the Cedar Pass Lodge which is open spring, summer, and fall. It has a restaurant, an amphitheater, and campgrounds. This is one of the coolest visitor centers Ive ever been to.
Did you know that one of the reasons the Badlands was designated a national park was because of all the fossils? At the Ben Reifel Visitor Center, they have a viewing area where guests can watch employees actually cutting the rock away to uncover newly found fossils. It is so neat and Ive never seen something available like this in any other other
national park. While visiting, I was told that people discover new fossils within the park often, including a 7-year-old girl, Kylie Furguson, who found the fossil of a saber-toothed tiger! The White River Visitor Center is located in the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation and is open seasonally, spring, summer, and fall. You can find the same amenities at
White River as you do at Ben Reifel and talk to rangers for information as well. I havent been to this visitor center myself yet. Horseback riding is allowed anywhere in the Badlands except on marked trails, roads, and developed areas like campgrounds and overlooks. You may park your horse trailer at overlooks for access to day riding though. There
are no designated riding trails, but topographic maps are available for purchase in the visitor center. This will greatly depend on what you are doing and how much time you have. I usually spend about 4 hours when I visit. I normally drive the loop road, pull over for wildlife, and any overlook that sparks my interest. A quick stop at the visitor center is
a must. If I do a hike or two, it adds an extra hour to my day. Most people will spend roughly that amount of time as well. Schedule an entire day if you are an extreme adventurer, want to explore all the trails offered, drive the entire Loop Road, or see the South Unit (yep, there are 2 units in the Badlands but the South Unit is very hard to get to). I
asked the ranger working at the Ben Reifel Visitor Center when she believed the best time to visit was. She said mid-April through mid-May because of fewer crowds and the greenery. That is the time of year when I last visited and I was surprised at how much plant life there was. The prairie really was beautiful in the spring. She also said that Fall is
nice because the sunlight is a little different on the rocks. Only 50-100 people a day visit in the winter and the snow is cool on the formations. Summer is super hot and crowded. Its her least favorite time to visit the park. Read more in our article The Best (and Worst Times) to Visit the Black Hills and Mount Rushmore. One of the biggest reasons
people DONT visit the Badlands is because of how far away it is from most places people stay when visiting the Black Hills and Mt. Rushmore. Its about 1 1/2 hours from Custer, Keystone, Hill City, and Deadwood. Its a little under 1 hour away from Hill City. There are 3 entrances to the Badlands. The Pinnacles Entrance is great for visitors taking
HWY 240 from the West. This is good for people coming from Rapid City. The North East Entrance is good for visitors coming from the West, driving on I-90. Take Exit 131 and follow the signs directing vehicles south approximately three miles to the Northeast Entrance Both of these entrances will get you to Loop Road, the scenic drive that goes
through the entire park. The Badlands is divided into two units, the North Unit and the South Unit. Most people do not drive the entire loop road but use a portion of it to drive through the North Unit, the most popular area of the Badlands. This is where all the hikes and viewpoints listed above are located. They will either drive through the park as
far as they would like and then turn around and exit through the same entrance they entered the park from, or drive through the North Unit and exit the park from the entrance at the end, onto their next destination. Ive done both and it has worked out well. You just need to plan your driving route ahead so you can be the most efficient with your
time. The last entrance, the Interior, can be found along a scenic alternative route to the park, State Highway 44 that intersects Highway 377 in Interior, South Dakota. Indian Taco, Cedar Pass Lodge The only place to eat in the park is the Cedar Pass Lodge which is only open from April through October. If you visit in the winter youll want to pack
your own food. I always bring my own food or drinks so I have something to snack on while driving the loop. The lodge does have a gift shop, a few grocery items, and a grill that serves burgers and Indian bison tacos. I tried one and it was ok but not worth going out of my way for. Typical national park food- pricey for what you get. They also sell pre-
made sandwiches and salads. Dont Miss: The Best Places To Eat In Each City Of The Black Hills. You can always hit up Wall Drug on your way in or out of the park. They have famous and absolutely delicious donuts as well as a cafeteria stocked with good eats. Wall Drug donuts are something I usually pick up on my way into the Badlands and snack
on as I drive. It started in 1931. When business was struggling, they began to advertise free water for tourists traveling across the plains. Now it checks all the boxes of a perfect tourist trap! They have all sorts of quirky shops selling souvenirs but my favorite is the Back Yard where there are great statues for photo opportunities and even a giant
animatronic T-Rex. Its crowded, crazy, cheesy, and cool! Try it at least once and see if you find yourself enjoying this unique experience. Backyard, Wall Drug The town of Wall is the closest place to grab a bite after Cedar Pass Lodge. If you arent feeling the Wall Drug options there are some restaurants and even a Dairy Queen in town. You can review
my Wall Drug article for more information on that! On my last trip to Wall, I explored one of the towns newest additions, Dahls Chainsaw Art. The Dahl brothers have a few locations across the Black Hills where they sell amazing wood creations carved with nothing but a chainsaw. Its so cool. What is really great about this particular location is the
giant Jackalope carving that you can actually climb inside. It really is a work of art and their best carving yet. You can check it out for free but a donation is suggested. CHECK OUT: How Many Days Should I Visit the Black Hills? 3, 4, & 5 Day Itinerary + Maps Ive already noted the camping in Badlands National Park, but here I will direct you to some
other options within the vicinity as well. See our article Where to Stay When Visiting Mount Rushmore and the Black Hills for more ideas. Here you can book a stay at one of the 27 cabins on property-starting at around $228 per night. Personally, I would either camp at one of the two campgrounds or head into Rapid City for more options. The town of
Wall has many motels available as well as a campground and cabins. They currently have a Days Inn (book here), Americas Best Value Inn (book here), Best Western Plains Motel (book here)- (weve stayed here and it was nice!), and a few others. Click Here to Find Your Perfect Hotel in Wall Rapid City has many hotels, motels, campgrounds, and
Airbnb options. I would recommend the Watiki Indoor Waterpark Resort which is fun for families! If you want to stay in a more upscale hotel that is also rumored to be haunted then check out The Alex Johnson Hotel (book here) in downtown Rapid City. Click Here to Find Your Perfect Hotel in Rapid City Visit the famously large gift/novelty shop that
is loaded with unique treasures and many picture opportunities! Grab a donut (or three) and a 5-cent cup of coffee before heading back on the highway. If more current history interests you, you might want to check out this place. Playing a huge role in the Cold War and housing thousands of Air Force personnel from 1963 to the early 1990s, the
Minuteman Missile National Historic Site is just a quick 10-minute drive from Wall Drug. The visitor center is new and has a terrific movie (this movie has won awards and is way better than what you see in most visitor centers) that really brings to light how serious the Cold War was. You can also book a guided tour to explore an underground missile
control center at the launch control facility. I did this and it was fascinating. Only 6 visitors per group and my tour was led by a ranger who had actually worked at the control center during his career. If you can get tickets, DO THIS! Book yours here. This historic site is open year-round except on Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Years Day.
Minuteman Missile Historic Site Prairie Homestead This short stop (less than 1 hour) was such a good insight into what it was like to settle the prairie. There is a real sod home on site that was built in 1909 as well as some other buildings and farming equipment. There are tons of prairie dogs on the property (even rare white ones!). One other special
thing about the Prairie Homestead is that they have bonnets and hats available for you to wear as you explore. Great for pictures! Just an hour away is Rapid City, South Dakota, and not only are there plenty of places to eat, sleep, and play, but its mere minutes from many of the famous attractions that bring millions to the Black Hills every year.
Rapid City is a great central place to stay for a vacation in the Black Hills. Make sure you check out our article on all the unforgettable things to do in Rapid City. About 51 minutes East ofWall Drug is the iconic 1880 town that some say feels like you just stepped back in time. Otherwise known as South Dakotas Attic, you will find a town that was
authentically built to recreate a town between 1880 and 1920. The structures and antiques are all authentic. This town is a real treat to visit and spend a couple of hours in. Its open seasonally May through October and the summer has a bustle of guests, employees dressed to represent the times, and old-fashioned treats like sasparilla. Check out: The
1880 Train In South Dakota: Should You Ride It? Binoculars Water Sunscreen SnacksHat Layers Camera Blankets Check out: Our Recommended Gear Collection of any artifacts, fossils, rocks, plants, etc.Off-road driving or bikingHunting (federal offense)Approaching animals (stay at least 100 ft away) I enjoy my visits to the Badlands but there are
other things in the Black Hills that I much prefer to do. I prefer the mountains, trees, and lakes. I love hiking where there is shade and lush foliage with flowers and butterflies. The Badlands are not this. The Badlands are 1 1/2 hours from Custer, SD, or 1 hour away from Rapid City, SD, where many visitors to the Black Hills choose to stay. Its often
too big of a drive to visit, especially because there are so many great things to do in the Black Hills that are closer. My first visit to the Black Hills did not include the Badlands and I made sure to check them out the next time I came through. Though I was impressed, I was not sorry I skipped them on my first visit. I do not even take everyone who
visits me in South Dakota to the Badlands. I save it for visit number two. If that visit comes. With all of that said, I know people who prefer the Badlands to other parts of the state and find them fascinating and magnificent. In fact, Matt and Cheryl, the owners of Were in the Rockies, have a different point of view. On their first trip to the Badlands,
they visited Wall Drug and mostly just drove through the Badlands. They enjoyed how quirky Wall Drug was and enjoyed the open hike policy. It was one of the few places they could get some solace. On their second trip, they took the time to do several hikes, visit the visitor center, and check out all the viewpoints. They were there in May and really
enjoyed the green prairie and thought the hikes were the best. They also loved the Minutemen Missile Visitor Center and the Prairie Homestead. Now they never skip the Badlands when visiting South Dakota. Dont let me deter you from checking them out, but hopefully, this will help you decide and plan your visit to our beautiful state much easier.
The Black Hills can be confusingbecause it is a HUGE area. There is so much to do! Most travelers want to visit the mostpopular sites, yet still avoid crowds. We have adetailed itinerarythat gives you a step-by-step game plan so you can get to all the best places at the right times! But thats not all! Our itinerary includes afree audio guideto listen to
while driving, with over 2 hours of stories about the park! Download your Black Hills Itinerary Now! BLACK HILLS TRIP PLANNER: To read or watch all of our content about the Black Hills, check out our Black Hills HomepageAREAS: The Black Hills is home to some amazing national parks and monuments: Mt. Rushmore, Wind Cave and Jewel Cave
National Parks, Badlands, and Crazy Horse. Plus, the amazing Custer State ParkTHINGS TO DO: There are so many more things to do than hike and look at Mt. Rushmore. Explore the 1880 train, Reptile Gardens, slip down a natural waterslide, or go on a scenic driveGREAT CITIES TO STAY OR CHECK OUT: Explore some amazing mountain towns,
including Deadwood, Keystone, Hill City, and Rapid City plus where to stay or camp while visitingGET QUIRKY: Want something REALLY different? Check out Devils Tower and Wall DrugWHERE TO EAT: Check out the best places to eat in and around Mt. Rushmore plus where to eat in each cityWATCH: Enjoy videos of the amazing Black Hills while
learning our best tips for visiting by watching our Black Hills YouTube Playlist
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