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Above and Below: One Ecosystem Linked by Water 
Beneath the sandstone and shale ridges of Mammoth Cave National 
Park lies the most extensive cave system on Earth. After 4,000 years of 
intermittent exploration, the full extent of this water-formed labyrinth 
remains unknown. With over 365 miles of surveyed passageways, 
Mammoth Cave is over twice as long as any known cave. How long 
might it be? Geologists think there could be 600 miles of undiscovered 
passageways. 

This vast cave system holds one of the world's most diverse cave eco­
systems. About 130 forms of life can be found in Mammoth Cave. 
Most are quite small. Some use the cave only as a haven, while others 
are such specialized cave dwellers that they can live nowhere else. All 
depend on energy from the surface. Life in the cave is not separate 
from the rest of the park's natural communities. It is an extension of 
the larger biological whole, whose diversity and abundance are pre­
served in this place. To tour the cave and not explore the park's sur­
face trails and waterways is to gain but half of the total picture here. 

The rugged, forested hill country of Mammoth Cave National Park is 
sanctuary to an array of wildlife. Deer and wild turkey frequently feed 
near roadsides, and 80 miles of park hiking trails provide access to the 
diverse life of the eastern hardwood forest. The Green River further 
enhances the variety of scenery and habitat. Running 27 miles through 
the park, the Green River is one of North America's most biologically 
diverse rivers. This abundance has drawn humans to this region for 
nearly 10,000 years. 

Prehistoric peoples explored 10 or more miles of Mammoth Cave 
4,000 years ago. Archeological evidence shows that these early cavers 
collected crystals and other salts in the cave. Cave exploration ceased 
2,000 years ago, not to resume until the cave was rediscovered in 1798. 

Mammoth Cave played an important role at the very start of American 
tourism. As an attraction, the cave predates all national parks. Publi­
cized in the War of 1812. the "mammoth" cave of Kentuckv became an 

attraction by 1816. With the early scenic national parks. Mammoth 
Cave helped define our national identity in the 1800s, when a young 
United States sought status among world powers. Despite industrial 
and military might, we lacked the ancient places and cultural antiqui­
ties that Europe offered. Wonders of nature were our great treasures. 
Big was beautiful: Mammoth Cave, Grand Canyon, and Giant Se­
quoia. These superlatives still live up to what Ralph Waldo Emerson 
once called "the brag" about them. 

A World Heritage Site and Biosphere Reserve 
Mammoth Cave was authorized as a national park in 1926 and fully 
established in 1941. Only 40 miles of passagewav had been mapped 
then. As surveying techniques improved, great strides were made in 
describing and understanding the cave system's overwhelming extent. 
Several park caves were shown to be connected, and we now know 
the cave system extends well beyond the national park boundary. The 
park was named a World Heritage Site in 1981 and became the core 

area of an International Biosphere Reserve in 1990. With its 53,000 
surface acres and underlying cave ecosystem, Mammoth Cave 
National Park is an international treasure. 

But national park status and international recognition do not guaran­
tee the continued protection and integrity of the natural systems of 
Mammoth Cave National Park. The park is not a self-contained sys­
tem. Research shows that the cave and resident ecosystems belong to 
regional groundwater basins in the much larger Green River basin. 
Groundwater originates far beyond the park boundary and the quality 
can be seriously degraded under high-water conditions. Air quality 
studies detect ozone at concentrations that can damage vegetation. 
To preserve these world-class cave, forest, and river ecosystems for 
future generations, we must work together to protect the region's air 
and watersheds. 

A World Heritage Site A Man and the Biosphere Reserve 

C l e a n W a t e r N e e d e d . . . 

Limestone underl ies t he M a m m o t h Cave re­

g ion . As ra inwater inf i l t rates t he soil, i t picks 

up small amounts o f carbon d iox ide gas. Car­

bon d iox ide reacts w i t h the wa te r t o f o r m a 

weak carbonic acid, mak ing the g roundwa te r 

mi ld ly acidic. Like most major caves, M a m ­

mo th Cave was f o rmed by the slow dissolu­

t i on o f l imestone by g roundwater . Animals 

l iv ing in the cave depend on the quan t i t y 

and qual i ty of this water. 

Eroded l imestone landscapes—called karst 

topography—are t yp i f i ed by the M a m m o t h 

Cave area. Sediments of a shal low sea cover­

ing this region 350 mi l l ion years ago f o rmed 

the l imestone as h igh ly soluble layers over a 

70-mi l l ion-year per iod. 

. . . Caves Still Forming 

Rain fal l ing outside 
the park travels below 
ground and keeps on 
sculpting Mammoth 
Cave. Plants and ani­
mals that live in the 
cave depend on the 

quanti ty and quality 
of this water. Human 
activities outside the 
park that pol lute this 
water supply threaten 
the cave and its life. 

Over t ime, as g roundwa te r dissolves t he l ime­

stone, it fo rms underg round streams. These 

streams converge, as surface streams do, and 

create M a m m o t h Cave's unde rg round rivers. 

Over M a m m o t h Cave's geologic history the 

Green River, the region's master stream, has 

deeply carved and ent renched itself in its val­

ley. Cave streams responded by creat ing 

younger, lower routes and abandon ing older 

and h igher channels, creat ing a ne two rk of 

cave passage-- A t depths o f up t o 450 feet 

be low the surface, cave streams are stil l 

f o r m i n g passages today. 

As t he cave f o rmed , many aquat ic species 

f r o m surface waters slowly adapted t o cave 

habitats. Several evolved as the specialized 

animals n o w f o u n d in cave streams. These 

cave biological communi t ies are par t o f a 

nu t r i en t -poor ecosystem tha t needs excellent 

wa te r qual i ty t o survive. 

The geological character t h a t creates M a m ­

m o t h Cave also threatens the cave's ecology 

today. Ra inwate r - tu rned-groundwater f l ows 

readi ly t h r o u g h the cave's aquat ic habitats, 

bu t so do po l lu tants l ike human waste, agr i ­

cul tural runoff , hazardous spills on roadways, 

and oi l and gas dr i l l ing wastes. These are eas­

ily washed in to cave streams. 

Because most o f t he cave's g roundwa te r 

or ig inates beyond the park, t he Biosphere 

Reserve boundary encompasses M a m m o t h 

Cave's ent i re watershed. Today the park and 

its neighbors w o r k toge the r t h r o u g h the 

Biosphere Reserve Program to help bet ter 

protect t he cave wh i le p romo t i ng env i ron­

mental ly sustainable agr icu l tura l , industr ia l , 

and business practices outside the park. 

H u m a n U s e o f t h e C a v e a n d I ts Resources T o u r i n g t h e C a v e 

LffiRARY Of CONGRESS 

Stephen Bishop was a 
self-educated enslaved 
man who became a 
legendary cave guide 
and explorer. He began 
guiding visitors at age 
17 in 1838. He was the 
first person to explore 
many miles of the vast 
cave. 

Amateur caver Floyd 
Collins drew national 
media attent ion in 
1925, pinned for days 
by a boulder in Sand 
Cave. He died before 
rescuers could free him. 
The publicity played a 
role in Mammoth Cave 
being made a national 
park in 1926. 

Over 10,000 years a g o Paleo- lnd ians h u n t ­

ed an ima ls in t h e Green River va l ley near 

M a m m o t h Cave. From 4,000 t o 2,000 years 

a g o , Late Archa ic a n d Early W o o d l a n d In­

d ians e x p l o r e d a n d m i n e d minera ls f r o m 

M a m m o t h a n d o t h e r caves. A r t i f ac t s these 

ear l iest exp lorers l e f t — i n c l u d i n g cane reed 

to rches t h e y used t o l i g h t t h e i r w a y i n t o 

d i s tan t par ts o f t h e cave are preserved in 

dr ie r passageways. 

Eu ropean A m e r i c a n set t lers came t o 

t h e Green River va l ley in t h e late 1790s. 

Like na t i ve p e o p l e b e f o r e t h e m , t h e n e w ­

comers f o u n d uses f o r M a m m o t h Cave. 

The cave served as a m i n e f o r sa l tpeter , 

key t o t h e m a n u f a c t u r e o f g u n p o w d e r . 

Be fo re t h e W a r o f 1812 ens laved w o r k e r s 

m i n e d large quan t i t i e s o f th is m i n e r a l . 

By war 's e n d M a m m o t h Cave's n o t o r i e t y 

had g r o w n . A r o u n d 1816 p e o p l e s ta r ted t o 

vis i t t h e cave. In 1838 S tephen Bishop a n d 

M a t and Nick Brans fo rd , ens laved persons 

o w n e d a n d leased by t h e cave's owne rs , 

became r e n o w n e d gu ides . 

B ishop d iscovered m a n y mi les o f cave. He 

was f i rs t t o cross t h e prev ious ly impassable 

Bo t tomless Pit a n d t h e f i rs t t o see t h e cave 

stream's n a t u r a l res idents, ca l led eyeless 

cavef ish. The Bransfords a n d t h e i r descen­

dan ts w e r e gu ides a t M a m m o t h Cave f o r 

over 100 years. 

Plan Ahead Cave tours are offered 
daily, except December 25. Tour 
schedules and visitor center hours 
vary from season to season. Fees are 
charged. Certain tours may require 
special clothing or equipment. Con­
tact the park for tour descriptions 
and schedules, or for information on 
surface activities and special events. 

Mammoth Cave National Park 
Mammoth Cave, KY 42259-0007 
www.nps.gov/maca 
270-758-2180 

Getting to the Park From Louisville, 
KY, take I-65 south to exit 53 at Cave 
City. From Nashville, TN, take i-65 
north to exit 48 at Park City, KY. 

Time Zone Mammoth Cave National 
Park and Nashville, TN, are in the 
Central Time Zone, one hour behind 
Louisville (Eastern Time Zone). 

Reserve a Tour Before You Visit 
Cave tours can and do sell out. Sum­
mer days, holidays, and all weekends 
are busy. Make advance reservations 
so you can enjoy the tour of your 
choice. Call the park or go to www. 
nps.gov/maca. 

M a m m o t h C a v e Tour A r e a 

The Mammoth Cave tour routes 
explore the passages shown here. 
Many more miles of cave are not 
shown. Over 365 miles have been 
surveyed in the Mammoth Cave 
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Are There Things I Can't Take Into the 
Cave? All weapons are prohibited 
(firearms, knives, sharp instruments, 
pepper spray, mace). Camera tripods 
and monopods are not permitted, 
nor is flash photography, though you 
may photograph without a flash. 
Flashlights are welcome on all tours 
except lantern tours but may not be 
used during tour stops. Respect other 
people. Don't shine lights in their 
eyes in the dimly lit cave. Except as 
medically necessary, bring no food or 
drink other than water. 

Clothing and Footwear Wear sturdy 
shoes or hiking boots with good 
soles. Some spelunking tours require 
treaded boots. No bare feet; sandals 
are not recommended. A light jacket 
is recommended; cave temperatures 
range from freezing to around 60 F. 
In winter, dress in layers. 

Protecting Yourself and the Cave 
Many cave tours are strenuous and 
require stooping and walking over 
uneven trails. You must navigate 
steps on all tours. Use handrails 
where available. Walk at a comfort­
able, steady pace behind the lead 
guide at all times; the slowest pace is 
at the front of the tour. You must 
stay with your tour, children must 
stay with parents, and everyone must 

Cavers CWCLAK 

stay on defined tour trails. Smoking is 
prohibited. Do not write on cave walls 
or collect cave rocks or objects as sou­
venirs. To guard against the spread of 
white-nose syndrome, a fungal disease 
affecting bats, all cave tour partici­
pants must walk on biosecurity mats 
immediately following the tour. 

Accessibility We strive to make our 
facilities, services and programs 
accessible to all. For more informa­
tion, call the park or check the park 
website. 

Flowstone 

Traveling With Children If your chil­
dren are very young, consider taking 
a shorter orientation tour. Children 
under 16 must be accompanied by 
an adult. Some tours have other age 
restrictions. Strollers and child back­
pack carriers are prohibited in the 
cave Some tours m'acil-
ities, others do not Ask for details. 

http://www.nps.gov/maca
http://nps.gov/maca


Exploring Mammoth Cave 
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Erosional forces that formed the cave system shaped the entire 
region's landscape. Rivers, bluffs, sinkholes, cave entrances, and 
ridge tops all provide varied habitats with many distinct plant 
and animal communities. Relatively small, specialized habitats 
like wetlands and old-growth forests contribute disproportion­
ately to the park's and Kentucky's biological diversity. Largely 
wooded, the park features mostly second-growth forest, but 
small areas of relatively undisturbed old-growth forest—rare in 
Kentucky—are also found. Beech trees dominate ravine flats, 
joined by yellow poplar and sugar maple on lower and middle 
slopes. White and black oaks and three species of hickory define 
upper slope forests. 

Park forests are home to a wide variety of wildlife. Eastern white-
tailed deer browse roadsides and flocks of wild turkey are often 
seen. You may notice squirrels, chipmunks, and raccoons—the 
park's most often-sighted mammals—as you walk the trails. 

As the region's base-level stream, the Green River is central to 
the formation and health of the Mammoth Cave system. One of 
North America's most biologicallv diverse rivers, the Green har­
bors 82 fish species. Gravel bars of the upper Green are critical 
habitat for freshwater mussels, one of the nation's most endan­
gered animal groups. Over 50 species are found in the park; seven 
are listed as endangered. Another four are being considered for 

listing. The banks of the Green River and its largest park tribu­
tary, the Nolin River, abound in wildlife. Deer, wood ducks, 
turtles, kingfishers, and great blue herons are often seen. 

Mammoth Cave National Park has many smaller, more special­
ized habitats having conditions required for various plant and 
animal communities. Small ponds and stream banks are wetland 
refuges for at least one rare sedge, several rushes, bladderwort, 
arrowroot, and the lance-leaved violet. The sinkholes and cave 
entrances are moist microclimates for plant species unlike those 
in drier uplands. Native grassland species, once characterizing 
much of western and central Kentucky, grow in isolated patches 

and along park roadsides now. Sandstone gorges in the park's 
northern part support hemlock, yellow birch, umbrella magno­
lia, and holly. 

Don't think of Mammoth Cave National Park in two parts: the 
cave system's below-ground world and the above-ground realm 
of forest and light. These are two parts of a greater whole, unified 
by forces of nature that continue to form the cave, shape the 
landscape, and nurture their biological communities. 

General Information 

Mammoth Cave is about 85 miles from both 
Louisville, KY, and Nashville, TN. The park is in 
the Central Time Zone. Airports and car rentals 
are in Nashville, Louisville, and 

I Early Spiderwort 

Bowling Green. 

No park entrance fee is charged, 
but people six years and older must 
pay tour fees. Fees are charged for 
camping. Free park publications list 
visitor center hours, and ranger-led 
and evening programs. Find a trail 
map and informat ion on accessible 
facilities and activities at the visitor 
center. 

Camping Stay at any of the park's 
three campgrounds for up to 14 
days. Toilets, grills, tables, and wa­
ter, but no hookups, are provided. 
Houchin Ferry Campground is first-
come, first-served. Reservations are 
recommended for Mammoth Cave 
and required for Maple Springs 
Group campgrounds (for large 
groups and campers w i th horses). 
Call 270-758-2180 or visit www.nps. 
gov/maca to make reservations. 

Backcountry camping is al lowed at 
13 designated sites, on riverbanks, 
and on islands, by permit only. Get 
a free permit at the visitor center. 

Cave salamander 

Scenic Drives Drive Flint Ridge, 
Green River Ferry, Ugly Creek, 
Joppa Ridge, and Houchin Ferry 
roads in your private vehicle. The 
latter three roads are not passable 
by trailers or motor homes. Ask for 
more informat ion at the visitor 
center. 

Ranger-led Programs At tend an 
above-ground talk or activity at 
specified locations in season. At 
Mammoth Cave amphitheater, 
rangers give evening programs in 
season. Non-campers may park 
nearby. 

Junior Ranger Program Children 
ages five and older may become 
Junior Rangers by answering ques­
tions in the Junior Ranger booklet. 
Ask for it at the visitor center. 
Groups are not eligible for this 
family activity, but may qualify for 
the park's environmental education 
program. Call 270-758-2441. 

Trails Heritage and Sand Cave 
trails, and Sloans Crossing Pond 
Walk, are all wheelchair-accessible. 
The park has 65.8 miles of trails 
nor th of Green River, and 18 miles 
of trails south of the river. 

Bicycling South of the Green River, 
bicycles are permitted on the nine-
mile Mammoth Cave Railroad Bike 
and Hike Trail, the Amphitheater 
Trail, and on some service roads 
designated in the park's Backcoun­
try Map & Guide. North of the riv­
er, mountain biking is permitted on 
Big Hollow, Maple Springs, and 
White Oak trails. Ask for maps and 
mountain biking informat ion at 
the visitor center. 

Boating and Canoeing Nearly 30 
miles of the Green and Nolin rivers 
offer canoeing and boating, past 
high bluffs. Commercial outf i t ters 
outside the park rent canoes, kay­
aks, and safety equipment. 

Fishing Muskie, bass, crappie, and 
catfish await anglers in the Green 
and Nolin rivers. Fishing licenses 
are not required in the park, but 
all other Kentucky fishing regula­
tions apply. Ask for regulations at 
the visitor center. 

Horse Use Most trails north of the 
Green River are open for horseback 
r iding. You must stay on designat­
ed trails. Do not hitch horses to 
trees. Commercial liveries outside 
the park rent horses, and some 
may provide organized excursions. 
For informat ion, call 270-758-2180. 

Pets The Lodge at Mammoth Cave 
has a kennel; fees apply. Only ser­
vice animals are permitted in the 
cave. Pets left in parked vehicles 
may be removed by park staff 
when temperatures threaten the 
animals' lives. Pets must be kept on 
leashes, no more than six feet long, 
at all times. 

For a Safe Visit Check park publ i­
cations for regulations and safety 
precautions. Be alert for ticks and 
chiggers. Use insect repellent. 
Avoid the park's t w o venomous 
snakes, the t imber rattler and the 
northern copperhead. Federal law 
protects all animals and plants in 
the park. Do not disturb or kill 
them. Do not feed wi ld l i fe. If you 
have questions about any activity, 
check at the visitor center or ask 
a ranger. 

Lodging and Services The Lodge at 
Mammoth Cave has rustic cabins, 
hot shower, coin laundry, food ser­
vices, and a gi f t shop. Open spring 
to fal l . For more information or 
reservations, call 844-760-CAVE or 
go to mammothcaveIodge.com. 

Find public amenities in the Caver's 
Camp Store and post office. (See 
map at right.) For privately owned 
caves and services outside the park, 
call Cave City Convention Center, 
270-773-5159. 

Mammoth Cave is one of over 400 
parks in the National Park System. 
To learn more about national 
parks, visit www.nps.gov. 

More Information 
Mammoth Cave National Park 
PO Box 7 
Mammoth Cave, KY 42259-0007 
270-758-2180 
www.nps.gov/maca 
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Join the park community. 
www.nationalparks.org 
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