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IDAHO'S MYSTERIOUS

GREAT RIFT

‘Geologists tell us that once a volcano has erupted it can
occur again. It has been over 2,000 years since the rift's erup-
fion, and should it occur again, more than likely a new rift
would form alongside the present one. Most believe this
possibility would not occur for a few thousand years.’

By PEGGY PAPADAKIS

il Correspondent

Lae brushzeovered desert
: aslern Idaho fs the Great Rift Na-
tional Landmark, a gipantic voleanic [is-
sure 46 miles long. Iis serpentine forn
siretches southward from the Craters of
the Moon Lava Field to lhe edge of the
bleak Wapi Lava Field, where the rifl seems
to disappear under ore recent flows
of the Wapi. The wapi is located aboul 20
miles west of Highway 39 between Aberdeen
and American Falls,

The Great Rift Is actually whatits name
implies: from the gir it takes on theappear-
ance of vne huge crack, but it is actually
4 zone of cracks running together. It came
inlo existence about 2,100 yoars ago whena
tremendous pressure within the earth caused
the erust to split. Molten. lava surged
up from the depths (30-40 miles below the
surface) and flowed over the surface
ence, bul several times. When the vol
eruplions ceased and the lava receded for the
last time, the lop of the rift cfusled over
angd the lava inside began to sink
back into the earth. The entire awesome pro-
cedure touk place within the space of a few

is virtually uninhabited
portion of Idaho moves one of the greatunder-
ground waler flows of the world — Hie Snake
i ifer. When the lava subsided to the
water table level, about 800 feet, the cool

ost awesome ereations of
the dying riff's vielence is a gigantic explo-
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slon pit named the King's Bowl |
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are as distinetly individualistic as aperson
I appearance and personalily. The King's
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Stark beauty ir stone

" .. arift-type eruption is extremely rure,
has happen:d only once in recorded histo
without ice, fissure caves are extremely rare.’ ¢
mented one NASA geologist.’

Bowl measures 80 feet vide and over 200
feet  deep. From (b air it appears
we Tift; [rom

muently seen
the Great jlo
which re i

32 fepree air tra
ers ing in, fo




few thousand more years.

Though the surrounding areas have long
been settled, the Greal Rift National Land-
mark remains almost as much of a mystery
as it was to those who first viewed It with
awe, Birch Creek and the Rigand Little Lost
Rivers sink out of sight intoa lava formation
in the northeastern portion of the Snake RRiv-
er Plain and reappear (some believe) in the
form of the Thousand Springs which gush
Irom lava cliffs near Hagerman, Idalo, some
100 miles to the south,

The entire area is a paradox, for in the
rich voleanic soil of the plain some of the
finest crops in the world are grown on well-
groomed farms which are Irrigated with
deep-well water from the great underground
aguifer, yel mere miles away the unyieid-
ing desert takes over producing nothing but
Uie toughest brush and primitive plants. Wa-
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ter appears to be non-cxistent, but sud
appears in the form of ¢ ibbling spr
pouring from barren rock ¢

lati

tience of men who try to lay f
progross,

In the desert, sheepherders e
their forces to roll huge boulders ov
acing lava openings so no more of i
sheep will disappear, and waler flo
carefully charted for the
men — but most of the charti
by guesswork for no one
seeret netherworld of the lavas,

In 1968, because of ils uni
Secretary of the Inferior
designated it an area to e
and prolected, making it klaho’s fi
landmark.
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On our cover

By PETER B: MAUPIN
ENJOY magagine Editor

The story behind the Great Rift is a fascinaiing one that
bears retelling.

Two area spelunkers (cave explorers), Perry Fenster-
maker, an Aberdeen teachier, and Dave Fortsch,an ldaho State
University geology student, discovered the cave now known as
Crystal Jee Cave by accident in 1956 when Fortsch dropped a
flashlight and it disappeard down a hole. Going after it,
Fortsch slid down an icy incline into the blackness of the cave,
Once he gtopped he located his flashlighl and was astounded
by the huge formations of ice all around him. The two ex
plered the cavern as well as possible with flashlights and
carbide lamps, then returned home to tell stories of pillars of
ice in the desert to unbelleving friends. Chagrined, they dub-
bed their own find * Liar's Cave.”’

For the next six years only the hardy climbed down the
rugged abyss on a 150-foot rope to view the awesome erystal
columns, In 1961, Jim Papadakis, who had developed Caverns
of Sonora in Texas, was vacationing in the area and persuaded
a local spelunker to show him the cave. Due partly to his
previous success and partly to his vision of what is now called
Crystal Ice Cave, Papadakis secured permission of the Bureau
of Land Management to begin work as a concessionnaire on
opening the caves to public view.

Blasting the narrow, winding 1,200-fcot tunne! which
curves around then parallels the rift’s most spectacular ice
caverns 160 feet underground took Papadakis two years,

Now, an average of 10,000 persons a year visit the cave,
In 1972 alone, visitors have come from every state except
Delaware, and every Canadian province except Nova Scotia.
Over the years every major continent of the world has been
represented,

The King’s Bowl area a few hundred yards south of the
cave entrance also has a tunnel, but it is now unused due to a
lack of funds for maintenance and development. Papadakis
says he hopes eventually to excavate a 1,000 foot streich of
rock that would connect the Crystal Ice Cave tunnel with that
of King’s Bowl and open up at least two more chambers he
believes hold the equal of the spectacular formations in the
first.

A joint effort of many persons persuaded the Department
of the Interior that the Great Rift should be protected from
vandalism and further exploitation, so in 1968 the U.S. Secre-
tary of the Interior designated the rift a pational landmark.
The BLM formal ceremony was held June, 1971, and a bronze
plague was mounted on a huge voleanic boulder near the en-
trance proclaiming it a registered national landmark because
it *¢ . . . possessesexceptional value in illustrating the natural
history of the United States,””

The Crystal [ce Cave is the focus for the rift, It is one of
a few fissure caves known in the world, and is the only one
open to the public. Ice formations in the constant 32-degree
temperature are estimated to be 300-500 years old and still
growing. The cave is the only spotalong the 46-mile rift where
its geology may be easily viewed. Tour guides, in addition to
pointing out the geology of the eruptions, also note carbonized
plant root sysiems which enabled dating of the rift's late
eruptions at 2,143 years ago plus or minus 100 years.

The Great Rift and the nearby Craters of the Moon Na-
tional Monument received nationwide publicity in 1969 when
geologists and astronauts of the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration toured the area to [amiliarize them-
selves with an area they believed was similar to the surface
of the moon.

Moves to designate the Great Riftas anaddition to Craters
of the Moon National Monument have so far been unsuccess-
ful, although supported Papadakis as well as by some in the
National Park Service which administers the monument.

The Crystal Iee Cave is reached by a 22-mile county
road, most of which is gravel, which leaves state Highway 39
about six miles north of American Falls, The cave is open
from 7 a2.m. to sunset from May 1 to Nov. 1, and admission
is $1.50 for adults, 75 cents children 6-12; $1 adults in groups
15 or more, children 50 cents.

For the hardy in a high-centered vehicle, a connecting
road leaves the cave area and goes to the old Minidoka-Arco
stage road, now called simply ““desert road.’”” There are no
facilities of any kind for the 30miles to Minidoka, but the roagd
also passes undeveloped Beartrap Cave which may be explored.

Today’s cover photo shows an aerial view of Idaho's
Great Rift looking south from the Centicone area to the spike
of Pillar Butte and the Wapi Lava Field in the distance. The
rift itself is clearly visible, along with the boundaries of the
lava flow which cozed out of the fissure. Crystal Ice Cave is
slightly above the middle of the photo.

In the centerspread, a photo looking north from King's
Bowl shows the six-foot crack in the surface of the earth
through which lava flowed about 2,000 years ago (the crack
was Jeft open when the lava subsided into the earth); another
photo in the centicone area shows the beauty a stark lava
crust remnant can have, pictured againstanafternoon’s desert
cloudiness; and the third phote shows Bruce Reed Jooking into
the depths of the Abyssal Pitinthe North Explosion Area. The
tongue-like rock is a final extrusion of viscous lava forced up
through a erack, then hardened. After having spread over the
then-surface of the ground just above Bruce's head, it was
covered by yet another lava flow from a nearby portion of the
rift that was still active. (All photos except King's Bowl crack
were taken by Jim Papadakis).
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_..H,ONM FOREVER in the 32-degree temperature of
Idaho’s Crystal Ice Cave, these spikes of ice ‘“fall”” from the
voleanic rock ceiling of a portion of The Great Rift to an ice-
covered floor of as-yet-undetermined thickness. The crystal-
line formaticns are still growing, say geologists, as surface
water from winter snow melt and the infrequent rain seeps
through eracks in the rock and drips into the chambers of the
rift, (Photo by Jim Papadakis)

Wonderiand
waits Rift visitors

If you' ve wondered what The Great Rilt area around Crys.
tal Ice Cave looks like, here’s an aerial artist’s-eye view and
a distance scale to match, .

(Last week’s ENJOY magazine devoted afull-color center
spread fealure to The Wapi Lava Field, at bottom and left))

Not shown on this map is a desert road which leaves the
ice cave area and swings across the rift’slava field just north
of the cave’s commercial area, This road, best traveled in a
high centered vehicle due to ruts and rocks, meanders west
past other, less spectacular, caves, then joins the old Minia
dokas Arco stage road going north and south,

Exploring in the Crystal Ice Caves Lava Field is encour-
aged, but should be done with a friend, in case of trouble
with tough hiking shoes, not sneakers or street wear; in
the early morning or late afterncon, notinthe heat of the day;
after registering at the ice cave headquarters giving time of
departure and expected return; and with the knowledge one
must take nothing but pictures and leave nothing but foorprints,
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