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extinction of the American bison—and the 
destruction of their habitat. He wanted his fel-
low man to be able to spend time in nature, to 
experience the peace and beauty of the land, 
just as he had. It was here in the Badlands that 
he realized the urgent need to preserve Amer-
ica’s natural resources for future generations. 

Although Roosevelt headed back to New 
York in the fall of 1886, he returned to Dakota 
Territory periodically over the next twelve 
years, sadly giving up Elkhorn Ranch, and fi -
nally Maltese Cross, as his ranching business—
and a chunk of his fortune—dwindled. He 
sold off  the rest of his stock, but his respect for 
natural land remained. In the seven and a half 
years of his presidency, which began in 1901, 
Roosevelt placed 230 million acres of land un-
der public protection, and established fi ve na-
tional parks, four national game preserves, 150 
national forests, fi ft y-one federal bird reserva-
tions, and eighteen national monuments. Even 
before he became president, he co-founded—
along with George Bird Grinnell—the Boone 
and Crockett Club, the fi rst fair-hunting or-
ganization dedicated to the management and 
conservation of wildlife and its habitat. 

“Th ere can be no greater issue than that of 
conservation in this country,” Roosevelt said.

And thus the Badlands took on great histori-
cal signifi cance as “the cradle of conservation.” 
Th e national park was offi  cially dedicated in 
1947, in honor of the man who came to be 
known as the “conservation president.”  

A Park in Three Parts
Spanning more than seventy thousand acres, 
Th eodore Roosevelt National Park is com-
prised of three units: the North Unit, the 
South Unit, and the Elkhorn Ranch Unit. 
Visiting each one requires a separate car ride. 

Th e North Unit, fi ft een miles south of 
Watford City, off ers plenty of rugged wilder-
ness and delicious quietude. A scenic drive 
stretches from the North Unit Visitor Center 
to the Oxbow Overlook at the western end of 
this portion of the park, passing by the Long X 
Trail, which served as a corridor to move cattle 
into the Northern Great Plains in the 1880s.

 Journey the sixty-eight miles from the 
North Unit to the South Unit, near the gate-

way town of Medora 
off  Interstate 94, to 
discover Roosevelt’s 
first ranch home, 
the Maltese Cross 
Cabin, at the South 
Unit Visitor Center. 

WHERE THE DEER AND THE PRAIRIE DOGS PLAY: 
The 70,446 acres of Theodore Roosevelt National 
Park represent one of the most diverse ecosystems 
protected in a single preserve. [Top] Bison wade 
the waters of the Little Missouri River, while [above] 
petrifi ed stumps of coniferous trees litter a brittle 
wilderness and [below] cannonball concretions 
hunker in the sculpted badlands. [Right] The play-
ful black-tailed prairie dogs appear in all three of 
the park’s units. 
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HOMES ON THE RANGE: Theodore Roosevelt 
maintained two ranches on land that is now part 
of Theodore Roosevelt National Park. [Above] The 
fi rst was the Maltese Cross Ranch—also known as 
Chimney Butte Ranch—purchased by the future 
president in 1883 during a fi fteen-day hunting 
trip through the area. [Left] The second was Elk-
horn Ranch, bought in 1884 and named by Roo-
sevelt himself. [Below] The majestic beasts were 
reintroduced to the park in 1985 after an absence 
of many decades. 
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But it’s worth a visit to 
experience the sur-
rounding countryside 
as Roosevelt once did: 
the serenity, the beau-
tiful trees, the Little 
Missouri River, in a 
setting that is still largely untouched aft er all 
these years. 

Stay long enough at Th eodore Roosevelt 
National Park and you’ll likely glimpse roam-
ing bison, elk, bighorn sheep, or prairie dogs. 
Longhorn steer and feral horses can be found 
as living history exhibits. Watch the wind roll 
through the prairie grasses like waves, or wan-
der through one of the largest petrifi ed forests 
in the US. Th ere are self-guided nature trails, 
and summer brings ranger-led tours, talks, 
and evening campfi res. Travelers with kids 
can borrow the park’s Family Fun Packs, fi lled 
with binoculars, fi eld guides, and activities. 

As one might imagine, summer draws 
the largest crowds, though the park is open 
year-round. Depending on the season, one 
might go canoeing or kayaking, hiking, bird-
ing, fi shing, bicycling, cross-country skiing, 
snowshoeing, or backcountry camping at 
one of three campgrounds. If the timing is 
right, visitors can join in special events such 
as the North Dakota Badlands Star Party, the 
Dakota Nights Astronomy Festival, or the 
Christmas Bird Count. 

Th ere’s no doubt Roosevelt would be proud 
to know his old stomping grounds have been 
protected and preserved for the travelers of 
today and tomorrow. “Of all the questions 
which can come before this nation,” he said, 
“…there is none which compares in impor-
tance with the great central task of leaving this 
land even a better land for our descendants 
than it is for us.” Bully! 

And there’s no denying the park is magnifi -
cent, mesmerizing. And so are those prairie dog 
villages. Spend some time viewing those little 
fellows. But don’t be surprised if you receive 
a postcard aft er arriving home, reading WE 
KNOW YOU WERE HERE, signed by a hundred 
or so tiny pawprints. We're telling you: Th ose 
little critters have something going on.
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For beautiful vistas, cruise the thirty-six-mile 
loop drive that’s open most of the year, or dis-
cover nature on foot at Peaceful Valley Ranch, 
the site of a former dude ranch. It’s worth a 
short detour seven miles east of Medora for 
the incredible panorama at the Painted Can-
yon overlook, which also has a visitor center. 

Between the North and South Units, a 
thirty-fi ve-mile drive from Medora, is the 

remote Elkhorn Ranch Unit. Dubbed the 
“Walden Pond of the West,” Elkhorn Ranch 
was Roosevelt’s main ranch site and the place 
where he spent most of his time—in the mid-
dle of nowhere, just as he wished. Today, all 
that remains of the structures are a few blocks 
in the ground to indicate the size and loca-
tion of Roosevelt’s former log cabin, once 
surrounded by corrals, sheds, and workshops. 


