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Schonchin Butte; entrance to Big Baintea Lave in roregrouna.

A Turbulent Past
Human activity in this rugged landscape has 
been nearly as violent as the natural forces that 
created it. For a million years the volcano has 
spewed forth lava, gases, and cinders, creating 
what seems to be an inhospitable landscape. 
Yet the youngest cinder cones—1,000 years 
old—are covered by vegetation that provides 
food and shelter for wildlife.

For centuries this area was home to the Modoc 
Indians, who hunted in the valleys and moun-
tains, fished in the rivers and lakes, and used 
the tules (reeds) that grew around the lake 
to make their homes, boats, and other items. 
Their way of life was changed forever by the 
arrival of settlers in the 1850s. After repeated 
confrontations and much bloodshed, the

Bureau of Indian Affairs negotiated w ith all 
the Klamath bands in October 1864. The set-
tlers were relieved, but the negotiations were 
disastrous for the Modocs. They were asked 
to give up their homeland and to live on a 
reservation with bands who were their tradi-
tional enemies. Finally, the Modocs agreed to 
try living on the reservation, but w ithin a few 
months they began to leave. They returned 
to their old homes saying that they wanted a 
reservation for themselves on their ancestral 
land. Even more Modocs left the reservation 
in 1867.

By late 1872, the U.S. Army was ordered to 
return the Modocs, by force if necessary, to the 
reservation. On the morning of November 29,

1872, an Army patrol went out to bring in the 
Indians, but fighting broke out. Initially victo-
rious, the Modocs, under the leadership of 
Captain Jack, drove o ff the troops and sought 
safety in the lava beds, where for almost five 
months 52 warriors held o ff a growing army, 
eventually 20 times larger. An effort to  end 
the war by negotiation ended in even more 
bloodshed. By late May almost all the Modocs 
had been captured, and on June 1, 1873, Cap-
tain Jack surrendered. On October 3, 1873, he 
and three other Modoc leaders were hanged. 
The remaining members of Jack's band were 
sent to a reservation in Oklahoma.

A Natural Wealth
At first glance the land looks barren, covered 
by scrawny grasses and clumps of sagebrush. 
Closer examination reveals much more. In 
the north end of the monument, which is also 
the lowest in elevation, grasslands dominate 
and few trees are to be seen. Farther south— 
higher up—the vegetation gradually changes 
as more and more junipers intrude on the 
grasslands. In the extreme southern reaches, 
the grasslands disappear altogether, and the 
junipers give way to a pine forest.

All of this land is volcanic in origin, and making 
soil that can support plantlife takes a long 
time. Once established, the vegetation provides 
shelter, food, and refuge for small animals 
who in turn are a source of food for predatory 
animals and birds of prey. In the northern 
grasslands, squirrels, kangaroo rats, yellow- 
bellied marmots, jackrabbits, California quail, 
meadowlarks, and the rare sage grouse can 
be found. During the winter, mule deer come 
from the other side of the volcano to feed in 
the monument, where snowfall is less and 
does not last as long.

An unusually large concentration of raptor 
birds dwells in the monument and through-
out the Klamath Basin. Several factors make 
this environment favorable. The area is home 
to many rodents—rats, mice, squirrels—for 
the birds to feed upon. The cliffs overlooking 
Tule Lake also provide the kinds of nesting 
areas that these birds require, for the cliffs 
are inaccessible to nearly all predators and 
strategically positioned so the birds can scan 
the countryside and take quick notice of any 
and all activity. Chief among the raptors is 
the bald eagle that winters here in numbers 
greater than any place outside Alaska. Twenty- 
four species of hawks, falcons, owls, and other 
birds of prey can be seen in the monument. 
Since rodents are their chief form of food, the 
birds are an important check on what could 
easily be an infestation w ith the attendant 
problems of disease and the devastation of 
crops in the surrounding countryside.

The semiannual migration of birds along the 
Pacific Flyway is a truly spectacular occurrence 
in this area. Waterfowl nest on the lakes of

the Klamath Basin, and in late spring the 
waters are covered w ith thousands of duck-
lings, goslings, and the offspring of other 
waterfowl. Despite the magnificence of the 
springtime numbers, however, the fall gath-
ering is even more remarkable, fo r approxi-
mately one million ducks and half a million 
geese stop here to rest and feed on their way 
south. Some birds come from as far away as 
Siberia. There are times when the sky is dark-
ened by the arrival of a very large flock of 
birds, an increasingly rare event in North 
America.

The road from the northeast entrance into the 
monument is parallel to  the common bound-
ary of the monument and the Tule Lake Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. From vantage points 
along the way you can watch more than 20 
species of ducks, as well as many varieties of 
geese, grebes, pelicans, herons, cormorants, 
gulls, coots, terns, avocets, and other water 
birds. Explore the park and enjoy the diversity 
—both in history and natural wonders.

Top row, from left: Scrub jay, moonrise from Schonchin Butte, mule deer, mountain lion. Bottom row: Rabbitbush (foreground), sandhill cranes, Petroglyph Point.
J z z jr t c o r . r .s c .  r r .u lc  d e e r SC enn ie  t o o p s ^ r t c ^ n ! o £ ^ c n ^ i£ r t b u £ > ^ J ^ £ / ^ r j r ie ^ S F r a jJ ^ ^ c ! t h is ^ jc t c s ^ 2 h s  r  m

Interest in the Modoc War was widespread. The engraving (above) of the battleground is from the Illustrated London News. The photograph (below left) bears out the 
rough nature of the terrain. The three men (below center) took part in the first battle at Lost River. Gillem's camp (below right) was near the shore of Tule Lake.

National Archives N ational Archives N ational Archives _____ ^ ^



Exploring Lava Beds
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Top row, from left: Ovis cave entrance, Crystal ice 
cave. Fern cave entrance. Bottom row, from left: 
brown bat, Mushpot cave, Valentine cave. Collapsed 
roofs, perfectly formed tubes, and year-round ice

are just samples of what you can expect to find in 
the lava caves. Exploring them can be exciting, if 
you take the proper precautions and use common 
sense. Make sure that you wear something on your 
head; hard hats are for sale in the visitor center.

Wear hard-soled shoes, because the lava can be sharp. 
Carry at least three different sources o f light; lights 
are available free o f charge in the visitor center. Do 
not explore the caves alone.

A Hidden World
The legacy of Northern California's volcanic 
activity—and remember that not all volcanic 
activity is a thing of the past!—is both hidden 
and observable in this landscape. Cinder cones, 
shield volcanoes, stratovolcanoes, lava tubes, 
both pahoehoe (smooth and ropy) and a'a 
(rough and clinker-like) lava, spatter cones, 
and chimneys are all a part o f this legacy.

One of the most striking volcanic features in 
Lava Beds is the lava tube cave. More than 300 
such caves have been counted within the park, 
making this formation relatively common. Lava 
is hot when it pours from a volcano—about 
1,800°F. The outer edges and surface of the 
flow  cool rapidly and begin to harden. This 
outside shell acts as insulating material while 
the rest of the flow  beneath it remains hot 
and fast-moving. The flow continues on, some-

what like a river that keeps on flowing even 
though the surface has frozen over. When the 
eruption stops and the river of lava drains, a 
tunnel or tube—the outer shell—is left. Lava 
tubes can lie atop one another, the result of 
subsequent flows. Many of the tubes here 
were formed about 30,000 years ago after an 
eruption at Mammoth Crater on the southern 
boundary.

Sometimes portions of a tube's roof may col-
lapse as it cools. These openings allow plants, 
animals, and precipitation to enter and create 
a world of life within. A few of the tubes are 
ice caves; rain collects in them and the air 
temperature remains constantly below freezing. 
Even when temperatures outside reach 100°F, 
lava rock is such a good insulator that the air

remains below freezing, and ice formations 
can be found year-round.

Many of the caves were first explored and 
named by J.D. Howard, a local miller. The names 
he painted on the walls are still visible in most 
of the caves. In many of the caves, trails have 
been laid out and ladders installed to make 
access easy. Many of these caves lie o ff Cave 
Loop Road, southwest of the visitor center. 
Mushpot cave, an extension of the visitor cen-
ter, is the only cave in which lights have been 
installed.

Because of the fragile cave environment the 
following are not permitted in the caves: food., 
smoking, pets, and light sources that are not 
battery-powered.

Planning Your Visit
Food, lodging, and auto 
services are available in 
Tulelake and Klamath 
Falls. Near the visitor 
center a 40-unit camp-
ground for tents, pickup 
campers, and small trail-
ers is open all year. 
There are no hookups. 
Water is available dur-
ing the summer. From 
September 15 to May 
15 water is available at 
the visitor center. The 
Fleener Chimneys and 
Captain Jacks Strong-
hold picnic areas have 
no water; open fires 
are prohibited.

In the summer rangers 
conduct walks, cave 
trips, and campfire pro-
grams. Check bulletin 
boards and the visitor 
center for schedules. 
Elevations in the park 
range from 4,000 to

5,700 feet. Cold weather 
is possible any time of 
the year, and snow has 
been recorded in all 
months. Winter daytime 
highs average 40°F; lows 
average 20°F, and fog is 
frequent. Summer day-
time highs average 75° 
to 80°F; lows average 
50°F. Summer precipita-
tion averages 1.25 inch-
es per month.

For a Safe Visit
• All natural and histori-
cal objects are protected 
by federal law. Please 
leave them in place and 
undisturbed. Hunting, 
gathering specimens, 
feeding wild animals, 
and collecting souvenirs 
are prohibited. Base 
hunting camps are not 
permitted. • Weapons 
must be broken down 
or cased. • Pets must be

kept on a leash. They 
are not permitted on 
trails or in caves or pub-
lic buildings. • Be careful 
with all fires, including 
cigarettes. Make sure 
your campfire is out and 
all embers are extin-
guished. • Vehicles are 
restricted to roads. Due 
to soft shoulders and 
fragile roadside plant 
species, parking is al-
lowed only at designat-
ed parking lots and 
turnouts. If you must 
stop because of animals, 
do not pull off the road. 
• Ground squirrels and 
other rodents here can 
harbor fleas which carry 
a bacterium that causes 
Bubonic Plague. Avoid 
all rodents. • Deer are 
abundant; at dawn and 
dusk many are found on 
roads. Be alert when dri-
ving. If deer approach

you or your vehicle, do 
not feed or touch them. 
• Owls often sit on the 
roads; be alert for them 
at night. • In the caves 
you will encounter a 
number of hazards, such 
as low ceilings, steep 
trails, and uneven foot-
ing. Take three light 
sources and wear pro-
tective headgear. Tem-
peratures in caves are

cool; wear ample cloth-
ing. • Rattlesnakes are 
found throughout the 
park; do not put your 
hands and feet in places 
that you cannot see. 
Snakes are an important 
and protected part of 
this ecosystem.

More Information
The National Park Serv-
ice cares for special

places saved by the 
American people so that 
all may experience our 
heritage. To learn more 
visit www.nps.gov.

Lava Beds National
Monument
1 Indian Well
Headquarters
Tulelake, CA 96134
530-667-8113
www.nps.gov/labe
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Wilderness Area 
Travel
• You must carry water!
• Pets, hunting, bicycles, 
and motorized vehicles 
are prohibited.
• Off-trail hiking is stren-
uous.
• Gas stoves only—no 
wood fires.
• Limited horse travel; 
inquire at the visitor 
center.
• At night carry a de-
pendable light; watch 
for rattlesnakes.
• No camping allowed 
in caves or in cave en-
trances, near the chim-
neys, or within 0.25 mile 
of roads, trails, parking 
areas, and overlooks.
• Hiking maps, guide-
books, and other infor-
mation are available at 
the visitor center.

Before entering any 
cave, check at the 
visitor center for infor-
mation on specific 
caves and for general 
safety information.

http://www.nps.gov
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