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Foreword 

 

This application for silver-tier International Dark Sky Park (IDSP) designation is being made for Craters of the Moon 

National Monument1 in recognition of the exceptional natural resource formed by our dark skies above and, as a 

National Park Service unit, to further our work with the Natural Sounds and Night Skies Division to help protect the 

"cherished treasure," the "awe-inspiring night skies.” 

[Natural darkness is] . . . inspirational to the visitors who come to national parks, vital to the 

protection of wilderness character, fundamental to the historical and cultural context, and critical 

for park wildlife.2  

The application represents a collaborative undertaking involving a full range of resources: as Superintendent, I 

organized the initial discussion for the accreditation effort and have attempted to keep the effort focused and to-

the-point. Aiding this effort have been a highly effective Centennial Volunteer Ambassador, a number of our 

excellent ranger staff, talented members of the long-standing Craters of the Moon Natural History Association, a 

well-located Northern Utah chapter of the IDA, and the newly formed Committee for Dark Sky Studies at the 

University of Utah.  Together we are responsible for this document and are pleased to submit it to the Board of 

Directors of the International Dark-Sky Association. 

 

Wade Vagias, Superintendent 

Craters of the Moon National Monument and Preserve 

January 2017 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
1 includes neither the National Preserve nor the BLM-managed portion of the National Monument (see Introduction, following, for details and 

map). 

2 NPS Natural Sounds and Night Skies Division 

   

“ 
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Introduction 

The only National Park Service (NPS) unit named for a celestial body and one of the few used in training this nation's 

astronauts,3 Craters of the Moon National Monument (CRMO) can be considered, with its distinctive features and 

history, a meditation on cosmos, sky, earth, and exploration of the unfamiliar. 

 

Robert Limbert4 in 1924 called it "a place of color and silence…."  Almost one hundred years later, we can assert that 

it is also a place of exceptional darkness with the majestic sweep of the Milky Way regularly evident over the sere, 

lava-flow landscape (termed, under the Presidential Proclamation of Calvin Coolidge in 1924, "a weird and scenic 

landscape peculiar to itself"). 

 

                                                 
3 Apollo 14 crew members Alan Shepard, Edgar Mitchel, Joe Engle, and Eugene Cernan prepared in August 1969 for future trips to the moon 

by studying and exploring at CRMO.  

4 whose earlier explorations and writing about the CRMO area (especially in National Geographic magazine) led to designation as a national 

monument 

                                        Photo: NPS 
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The NPS-managed 5  portion of the Craters of the 

Moon National Monument is the subject of this 

accreditation application.  Neither the BLM-

managed portion of the National Monument nor the 

NPS-managed Preserve (both designated by 

President Clinton in 2000) is included in the present 

application.  

 

The BLM-managed portion allows both hunting and 

grazing; the NPS-managed Preserve allows hunting.  

Neither portion has more than occasional public use 

given the substantial access challenges: very few 

primitive roads requiring high-clearance vehicles, 

exceptionally durable tires, and fire-suppression 

equipment.  The off-road lava beds in these portions 

are razor-sharp. Because of the lack of human 

presence and because virtually all impact is external, 

there is no immediate plan to implement any 

infrastructure. 

 

It is the intention of CRMO management to work 

toward a later accreditation of these portions as the dark sky identity of CRMO deepens with: 

▶ the significant dark sky education opportunities available, 

▶ continued growth in visitorship, and 

▶ partnership with the City of Ketchum in its application for recognition as a Dark Sky Community. 

  

                                                 
5 originally designated as a National Monument by President Calvin Coolidge with a sub-portion protected as Wilderness in the 1970s 

Map of Craters of the Moon National Monument and Preserve. Map shows the 

various park boundaries and their management. The bright blue area on the 

map is the NPS-managed National Monument. 
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Section 1: Basics 

Location 

CRMO6 is located 18 miles southwest of Arco, Idaho7 on US 20/26/93 in the high desert (sometimes termed the 

Snake River Plain and described as sagebrush-steppe habitat) of Eastern Idaho.  It is proximate to two interstates,  

I-15 and I-84, and is en route from Northern California to Yellowstone and the Grand Teton National Parks. 

 

                                                 

6 Craters of the Moon National Monument’s shorthand reference assigned by the NPS 

7 home of Idaho National Laboratory and its nuclear energy research activities 

Map of the Loop Road through Craters of the Moon National Monument and points of interest                                                         Map: NPS  
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History 

The first reports of the area came from trappers and 

explorers8 who mostly tried to avoid the harsh and 

unusual lava fields. They reported seeing grizzlies 

and big horned sheep in a windy, barren, waterless 

landscape. The Bannock and Shoshone peoples left 

archeological evidence of their summer migrations 

across the lava flows to the rich Camas Prairie on 

the other side, but there is no evidence of any 

settlements. The fur trappers and traders followed 

the route these Native Americans took through the 

lava flows. These two groups left well-worn trails. 

 

Pioneers on the Oregon Trail needed an alternate 

route along the Snake River because of conflict with 

Shoshone-Bannock warriors who were wary of 

emigrants settling in their hunting, fishing, and 

gathering grounds. 9  So in 1862, when gold was 

discovered on the Salmon river, a large group of 

pioneers10 commissioned Tim Goodale, a trapper-

trader familiar with the route across the lava fields, 

to guide them on an alternate route through the 

Snake River Plain.  

 

Passing through the territory safely, the pioneers 

gave Goodale and his route credit for their safe 

passage.  Used through the 1850s and 1860s, this 

piece of the Oregon Trail became known as the 

Goodale Cut-off. But like the Shoshoni and the 

                                                 

8 B.L.E. Bonneville wrote about visiting the lava fields in his diaries in the 19th century. Washington Irving later used Bonneville's diaries to write 

the Adventures of Captain Bonneville, Louter, D. (1995). Craters of the Moon National Monument: Historic Context Statements. Seattle, WA: 

National Park Service. 

9 Shoshone-Bannock warriors clashed with pioneers along the Snake River at Massacre Rocks killing 10 emigrants. Ramacher, Lennie, Oregon 

Trail & Goodale’s Cut-off  

10 Numbering 1,095 

Map of two pioneer migration routes. The Oregon Trail, purple, follows the 

Snake River and goes around the southern end of lava flows. Goodale's Cut-off, 

red, goes north and cuts through the north end of the Monument.     Map.: NPS 

 Rock rings found along a migration route                                      Photo: NPS 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/B.L.E._Bonneville
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington_Irving
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Adventures_of_Captain_Bonneville&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snake_River
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trappers, these settlers were just passing through to reach more friendly landscapes on the other side. The interior 

of the lava fields remained a formidable mystery.  

 

In the early 1900s more intentional exploration included two Arco cattlemen, Arthur Ferris and J.W. Powell, who 

explored the lava fields searching for a good water source for their cattle and found none. In 1901 and 1903 federal 

geologist, Israel Russell explored the area for the U.S. Geological Survey, in 1910 Samuel Paisley continued his work.  

 

In 1921 Robert Limbert, a local taxidermist and furrier, took the first recorded trek across the entirety of the Great 

Rift from south to north. As Limbert’s articles and lectures about this trek became publicized, his promotion of the 

area for preservation was heard by the Department of the Interior. In 1923 they sent geologists Howard Stearns and 

O.E. Meinzer to provide scientific support for Limbert’s fantastical claims about the landscape. In the end, Stearns 

recommended preserving the valuable geology and archeology of the area.  

 

 

  

  Robert Limbert’s trek across the lava beds                                                                                Photo: National Geographic magazine   
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In 1924 National Geographic 
11  magazine published an article written by Robert Limbert, including many 

photographs he had taken, documenting his multiple excursions into the lava beds. In the National Geographic 

article Limbert quoted Stearns, saying the lava beds resembled the “craters of the moon,”12 and the phrase took 

hold. Stearns’ recommendation and the details and photographs in Limbert’s popular article provided enough 

impetus for President Calvin Coolidge to designate Craters of the Moon National Monument on May 2, 1924.13 

  

Even though the volcanic features of Craters of the Moon National Monument don’t actually resemble the craters 

on the moon (which likely result from meteorite impacts rather than volcanic activity), in 1969 National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration (NASA) sent astronauts, Alan Shepard, Edgar Mitchell, Eugene Cernan, and Joe Engle to 

CRMO.  The purpose of this excursion was to study methods of lava rock sampling in preparation for NASA’s second 

                                                 

11 Limbert, R. W., “Among the Craters of the Moon, An Account of the First Expeditions Through the Remarkable Lava Bed of Southern Idaho” 

National Geographic magazine, 1924, https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/historyculture/upload/Natgeo%20article%20for%20web.pdf 

12 In Stearns’ recommendation to the NPS, he wrote “the dark craters and the cold lava, nearly destitute of vegetation” are similar to “the 

surface of the moon as seen through a telescope.” U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 9 

13 Presidential Proclamation #1694, 43 Statute 1947, 68th Congress, May 2, 1924  

 Astronauts at Craters of the Moon with geologist guides, 1969                     Photo: NASA 
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visit to the moon. On Mars, scientists have observed basalts and volcanic features 

such as rifts, cinder cones, and pit craters similar to CRMO.14 For this and other 

reasons NASA continues to study and explore this landscape. 

 

As understanding of the geological history of the Monument grew, so did the 

desire to preserve lands surrounding the original monument. The first boundary 

expansions were to protect water sources along Little Cottonwood Creek needed 

to service the park, but 1970 and 2000 marked major expansions.15 Managed 

jointly by the NPS and the BLM the Craters of the Moon National Monument and 

Preserve now includes a designated wilderness area and encompasses the entire 

Great Rift Volcanic Rift Zone.16  

 

When President Calvin Coolidge signed the proclamation designating Craters of 

the Moon a National Monument on May 2nd, 1924,17 he preserved: 

▶ geological wonders of relatively young lava features along the Great Rift  

▶ biologically pristine plants growing in kipukas, meadows fenced in by the 

young lava flows  

▶ a piece of the Bannock-Shoshone peoples’ migratory history, and an 

alternate piece of the Oregon Trail known as the Goodale Cut-off  

He was probably apprised of only a small portion of the scientific and educational 

value of preserving these historic wonders, but he most certainly couldn’t have 

predicted the value of preserving the wonderful darkness of this remote 

monument’s skies.  

  

                                                 

14 University of Montana, NASA, Idaho National Laboratory, NPS, U.S. Department of the Interior, “Craters of the Moon, Connections to the 

Moon, Mars, and Beyond” 

15 In 1970 Craters of the Moon Wilderness Area was added to CRMO, the first of its kind to be protected by the Department of the Interior; 

Presidential Proclamation 7373 in 2000 expanded the existing boundary from 53,571 acres to approximately 465,000 acres of NPS-managed 

land (with 273,488 acres administered by the Bureau of Land Management under the National Landscape Conservation System); in 2002 

CRMO became the 750,000 acres of Craters of the Moon National Monument and Preserve.  Louter, David, Craters of the Moon Administrative 

History, 1992, pp. 30-54; U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, pp. 7-8.  

16 A series of parallel cracks in the Earth’s crust, fissures in the larger volcanic region known as the Snake River Plain, including Craters of the 

Moon, Wapi, and Kings Bowl lava fields, U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 13 

17 Presidential Proclamation #1694, 43 Statute 1947, 68th Congress, May 2, 1924 

Satellite image with boundary:     USGS 

http://decadeproject1920.weebly.com/calvin-

coolidge.html 
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Eligibility 

▶ Public Land: CRMO is one of two National Monuments in Idaho (the other is Hagerman Fossil Beds NM) 

▶ Acreage: 53,42018 

▶ Visitorship: exceeded 247,000 in 2015 

▶ Quality of the Dark Sky Resource:  average SQM readings of 21.42 

▶ Nomination by IDA-affiliated entity:  Ogden Valley Chapter IDA 

▶ Access: The Monument is open every day of the year, 24 hours a day. Winter snows usually prevent 

automobile access around the Loop Road from mid-November through mid-March. Visitors are able to 

access the Monument by cross-country skiing and snowshoeing in the winter.  Camping in the 

Monument is available year-round. 

 
 

 

  

                                                 
18 There are no private inholdings within the NPS Monument 

 

Craters of the Moon is home to some of the darkest night skies remaining in the continental United States                   Photo: NASA 
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Support Overview 

Letters of support have been received from 

the following organizations and are found in 

the Appendices.  

 

▶ BLM (Shoshone office)  

▶ Blaine County Commissioners 

▶ Butte County Commissioners 

▶ Change the Name Coalition 

▶ City of Ketchum 

▶ Craters of the Moon Natural History 

Association 

▶ Idaho Conservation League 

▶ Idaho Falls Astronomical Society 

▶ Lost Rivers Chamber of Commerce 

 

  
Milky Way above a weathered pine in CRMO      Photo: Fred Melikian 
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Section 2: Night Sky Resource 

Previous National Park Measurements 

For this silver-tier application, synthetic SQM readings are submitted for 2004, 2008, 2009 with actual SQM 

readings for 2016. 

 

2004-2009 NPS Night Sky Quality Report Results19 

 

Synthetic SQM Inferno Cone Mean All-Sky 

2009  21.66 21.37 

2008 21.72 21.63 

2004 21.56 21.37 

 

Baseline Ground Readings 2016 

65 samples were taken October 23, 2016 under a clear sky soon after darkness at 8:06 p.m. due to a forecast 

window for clear skies for no more than two hours.  Because inclement weather had been forecast for the 

weekend of October 28-30 and teams from both Weber State University and Boise State University were 

lost, the Committee for Dark Sky Studies mustered a skeletal team that proved to be sufficient given the 

small public area of the National Monument. 

 

One dimensional statistics for the remarkably consistent results: 

 

  

                                                 

19 NPS Night Sky Quality Reports: www.sierranights.com [CRMO] 

Mean  21.42 

Median 21.43 

Mode 21.43 

Sigma 0.08 

Darkest 21.52 

Brightest 21.18 
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Baseline Night Sky Readings 

 

  

Table: SQM measurements collected at CRMO on October 23rd, 2016. Measurements were taken at 13 locations within the Monument, with 

5 readings collected at each location. On the night of the sampling, there was less than 10% cloud cover. Across the 65 samples taken, an 

average of 21.42 SQM was measured. 
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Map showing unihedron sky quality measurements for the 13 major CRMO locations                          Map: Justin Samuels 
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Figure: Comparison to other Silver International Dark Sky Parks/Dark Sky Reserves. Sky Brightness is measured in mag arcsec^-2 and 

Relative Frequency is measured in n/N. Measurements for Craters of the Moon National Monument are shown on the graph in red.  



     01.23.2017 CRMO IDA Application 
  page 17 

   
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Figure: Comparison to other Gold International Dark Sky Parks/Dark Sky Reserves.Sky Brightness is measured in mag arcsec^-2 and 

Relative Frequency is measured in n/N. Measurements for Craters of the Moon National Monument are shown on the graph in red.  



     01.23.2017 CRMO IDA Application 
  page 18 

   
 

  

  

Figure: Zenith Luminance Measurements. Sky Brightness is measured in mag arcsec^-2 and Relative Frequency is measured in n/N. 

Measurements for Craters of the Moon National Monument are shown on the graph in red 



     01.23.2017 CRMO IDA Application 
  page 19 

   
 

  

World Atlas of Artificial Night Sky Brightness 

Craters of the Moon NM is the darkest gray level of the map, indicating less than 5% artificial light at the zenith.  

 

Night Sky Quality Measurement Program 

A measurement program will be executed by park staff on a yearly basis in the 

same locations around the park as the initial measurements in order to evaluate 

the evolution of light pollution and ensure the night sky quality does not degrade. 

 

  

 Map:  Colors correspond to ratios between the artificial sky brightness and the natural sky brightness of: <0.11 (black), 0.11-0.33 (blue), 0.33-1 

(green), 1-3 (yellow), 3-9 (orange), >9 (red), CRMO (purple). 

Sky Quality Meter     
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Section 3: Other Natural Resources 

Geological  

Craters of the Moon is the largest of three lava fields,20 belonging to the Great Rift 

Volcanic Rift Zone,21 a series of fissures in the greater volcanic region known as the 

Snake River Plain. The geological heat source causing land features in Yellowstone 

National Park was once the source of volcanic eruptions that created the calderas 

making up the Snake River Plain. These eruptions, while preceding any activity at 

Craters of the Moon by millions of years, created a thinner crust that allowed for 

the formation of the Great Rift 15,000 years ago.22   

 

Craters of the Moon National Monument’s lava fields are geologically significant 

because they are some of the youngest lava fields in the contiguous United States23 

and contain some of the largest and best examples of basaltic volcanism in the 

world. At CRMO one can see excellent examples of volcanic features such as cinder 

cones, spatter cones, lava tubes, lava caves, and various types of lava flows.24  

 

Scientists believe the lava features at CRMO are the results of multiple eruptions 

happening about every 2,000 years between 15,000 and 2,000 years ago. The area’s 

geologic record suggests that future eruptions will begin along the central portion 

of the Great Rift in the Craters of the Moon Lava Field within the next 1000 years.25  

                                                 

20 CRMO NM and Preserve encompasses two smaller lava fields, Wapi and Kings Bowl lava fields 

21 A 52-mile long volcanic fissure and the surrounding lava 

22 Scientists expect Yellowstone NP’s landscape to resemble CRMO’s in the future 

23 Active lava flows can be found in Hawaii and Iceland. 

24 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 13 

25 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, Geology   

Cinder Cone       Photo: Dave Clark Spatter Cone      Photo: Dave Clark 
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Biological 

The environment at CRMO includes breeze-to-gale winds, scant soils, low levels of precipitation26, inability of the 

porous cinder to hold rainwater near the surface, and ground temperatures of over 150°.  Yet, living with these harsh 

conditions, scientists have identified more than 800 plants, 2,000 insects, 10 reptiles, over 200 birds, 59 mammals, 

and 4 amphibians within the park.27  

 

For animals living in Craters of the Moon, adapting to the harsh environment often means changing periods of 

activity. Most desert animals are nocturnal (an adaptation to hot summer daytime temperatures). Nocturnal animals 

at Craters of the Moon include woodrats (packrats), skunks, foxes, bobcats, mountain lions, bats, nighthawks, owls. 

Animals that are most active at dawn and dusk (crepuscular) include mule deer, porcupines, mountain cottontails, 

jackrabbits, and many songbirds. Diurnal animals include ground squirrels, marmots, chipmunks, lizards, snakes, 

hawks, and eagles. Some animals, like ground squirrels and marmots, have one or more periods of estivation 

(summer hibernation).28 

 

Migration allows some animals to come, feed, and move on when conditions are more extreme. The northern 

portion of the park includes part of the corridor for one of the longest known overland migrations for pronghorn in 

the American West. This 100-mile-long corridor traverses the park at the base of the Pioneer Mountains to the 

Beaverhead Mountains in Montana and is used for seasonal travel between summer and winter ranges.29 

 

The lava caves provide protection from harsh conditions for lava tube beetles, bushy-tailed 

woodrats, bats, violet-green swallows, great horned owls and ravens.  

 

With the help of time and lichens, crevices in the lava collect soil and moisture. Narrow crevices 

support dwarf goldenweed or hairy goldenaster.  Shallow crevices support scabland 

penstemon, fernleaf fleabane, and gland cinquefoil. Deep crevices support syringa, ferns, bush 

rockspirea, fern bush. Among these cracks in the lava flows, American pika find protection from 

predators and harsh weather. Scientists are monitoring the pikas here to determine if climate 

change is having an impact on them. 30 

 

                                                 

26 Precipitation is between 12-16 inches per year, U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 35 

27 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 16 

28 https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/nature/animals.htm 

29 “Other Important Resources and Values,” NPS, U.S Department of the Interior, CRMO Foundation Document, March 2014, p. 7 

30 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 41 

Pika   Photo: Doug Owen 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nocturnal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skunk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fox
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bobcat
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nighthawk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Owl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crepuscular
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mule_deer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Porcupine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mountain_cottontail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jackrabbit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Songbird
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lizard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snake
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eagle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Estivation
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Steep cinder cones provide shade and wind screens on their northeast slopes where prolonged snow accumulates 

and provide moisture for bitter brush and rabbit brush shrubs and limber pine and aspen groves to develop. Dwarf 

buckwheat plants found in these cinder gardens grow evenly 

spaced so their massive adaptive root systems can exploit all 

the available moisture from the soil. 

 

In late spring, a period of precipitation and snowmelt, many 

of the park’s most delicate plants complete their life cycles 

from seedling to dormant seed before the mid-summer heat 

sets in, some of them in as short a period as two weeks.31 

Evening primrose, phlox, sego lily, Indian paintbrush, blue 

penstemon, blazing star, bitterroot, wild onion, and leopard 

lily are among the showy wildflowers seen in the spring. 

 

Several animals are unique to Craters of the Moon and the 

surrounding area. Subspecies of Great Basin pocket 

mouse, pika, yellow-pine chipmunk, Least chipmunk, 

and yellow-bellied marmot are found nowhere else. Lava 

tube beetles and many other cave animals are found only in 

the lava tubes of eastern Idaho.32 

 

Grizzly bears, bison, and big-horn sheep were among the 

larger animals living in the lava beds at one time but have 

disappeared from the ecosystem.33 Some of the plants and 

animals currently receiving special attention and protection by the park service because of their potential to 

disappear include obscure phacelia (one Idaho’s rarest plants), Picabo milkvetch, pika, gray wolf, Townsend’s big-

eared bat, and the leiodid beetle.34  

 

But perhaps the most amazing biological preservation happening within the Monument is provided by the lava 

flows themselves. Kipukas (a variation on the Hawaiian term “puka” meaning hole) are pockets of land surrounded 

by, but not overrun by, younger lava flows, like islands of isolated vegetation surrounded by lava. The plant habitat 

                                                 

31 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 35 

32 NPS contributors. "Craters of the Moon National Monument and Preserve, official website". National Park Service. pp. "Animals”. 

33 Bones of these large animals were found in the lava tubes; https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/nature/fossils.htm 

34 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 18 

Wildflowers at CRMO      Photos: NPS 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Basin_pocket_mouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_Basin_pocket_mouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pika
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yellow-pine_chipmunk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yellow-bellied_marmot
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lava_tube_beetle&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lava_tube_beetle&action=edit&redlink=1
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of the kipukas is unaltered by grazing, invasion from non-native plants, or human influence. The 500 plus kipukas 

in the park provide a benchmark for comparing plant cover changes and protect some of the last remaining healthy, 

intact sagebrush-steppe vegetation on the Snake River Plain.35 

 

Because the high desert steppe is losing healthy 

sagebrush habitat quickly (to overgrazing, wildfires, 

invasive species, and human development), the 

animals that depend heavily on the sagebrush for 

existence are also diminishing. At Craters of the Moon 

sage-brush steppe covers 340,000 acres, about half the 

Monument, and is protecting habitat for sage-

dependent species such as Greater sage grouse, 

pygmy rabbit, sage thrasher, sage sparrow, sagebrush 

lizard, and sage vole.36  

                                                 

35 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, pp. 39, 41 

36 U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, pp. 44-45 

Carey Kipuka                     Photo: NPS 

Sage Grouse   Photo: Doug Owen Pygmy Rabbit  Photo: Dave Clark 
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Section 4: Cultural Resources 

 

The archeological record indicates the intermingled Bannock and Shoshone tribes and their ancestors spent 

considerable time at Craters of the Moon. It's likely they witnessed eruptions along the Great Rift. The following 

Serpent Legend illustrates likely first-hand knowledge of the eruptions. 

 

Long, long ago, a huge serpent, miles and miles in length, lay where the channel of the 

Snake River is now. Though the serpent was never known to harm anyone, people were 

terrified by it. One spring, after it had lain asleep all winter, it left its bed and went to a 

large mountain in what is now the Craters of the Moon. There it coiled its immense 

body around the mountain and sunned itself. After several days, thunder and lightning 

passed over the mountain and aroused the wrath of the serpent. A second time, flashes 

of lightning played on the mountain, and this time the lightning struck nearby. Angered, 

the serpent began to tighten its coils around the mountain. Soon the pressure caused 

the rocks to begin to crumble. Still the serpent tightened its coils. The pressure became 

so great that the stones began to melt. Fire came from the cracks. Soon liquid rock 

flowed down the sides of the mountain. The huge serpent, slow in its movements, could 

not get away from the fire. So it was killed by the heat, and its body was roasted in the 

hot rock. At last the fire burned itself out; the rocks cooled off; the liquid rock became 

solid again. Today if one visits the spot, he will see ashes and charred bones where the 

mountain used to be. If he will look closely at the solidified rock, he will see the ribs and 

bones of the huge serpent, charred and lifeless. 37 

 

Most archeological sites occur on younger lava flows (approximately 2,000 years old), and therefore hold artifacts 

indicative of recent occupation by the Shoshone-Bannock. Older artifacts have been found but in smaller numbers, 

indicating more sites were possibly covered by recent lava flows. Artifacts found include flakes from the shaping of 

projectile points and sites where tachylyte38 was quarried. The park museum collection holds over 5,000 worked 

stone artifacts, including bifaces, projectile points, manos and metates, and 85 potsherds. 

                                                 

37 Ella Clark, Indian Legends of the Northern Rockies, p. 193-194 

38 Tachylyte was sometimes used to make projectile points in the absence of obsidian. Whereas obsidian forms from rhyolitic flows, tachylyte 

forms from basaltic flows, has a less glassy appearance, and is not as fine-grained as obsidian. Made from basalt, tachylyte tends to have 

higher iron content, as well. Of the close to eighty obsidian-related artifacts found at Craters of the Moon, at least one of the points was made 

“ 
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Other archeological sites include remains of hunting blinds and rock shelters. Numerous archeological sites are 

located in remote kipukas. Such sites indicate even remote areas were hunted, despite abundant sagebrush habitat 

outside the lava flows. Lava tubes that held ice year-round were used by native groups to store meat. Cut bones of 

bison, deer, and other animals have been found in caves throughout the Snake River Plain. Other artifacts found at 

these sites include tines fashioned from antlers, scrapers, knives, and mats made of sagebrush bark.39 

 

 

The Monument's museum cultural collections include: archeological materials systematically collected from within 

the Monument's boundaries and associated field reports; historic objects associated with the areas 19th and 20th 

century exploration, settlements and mining; archival and manuscript collections such as those associated with 

Robert Limbert; photographs; and scientific and resource management records. Cultural materials obtained from 

                                                 

from tachylyte quarried from flows near the monument's present headquarters. Obsidian from sources throughout southern Idaho, including 

several artifacts from Big Southern Butte, have also been found in the monument. 

39 https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/historyculture/native-americans.htm 

Indian Tunnel                                                                                                                                             Photo: NPS 
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systematic surveys are housed at Idaho State University in Pocatello or in the Monument's museum storage facility 

along with items collected by Monument staff over the years. 

 

Goodale’s Cut-off, a section of the Oregon Trail that is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, passes 

through the northern section of the Monument.40 

 

The historic structures at Craters of the Moon date from the two main periods of National Park development—the 

rustic era and the Mission 66 era. Congress began appropriating money for park infrastructure, such as roads and 

buildings, in the mid-1920s, and funding 

increased during the New Deal during the 

1930s. The Monument’s log comfort 

station and log warehouse date from this 

era, and these structures are the only 

extant rustic-style buildings constructed 

by the National Park Service in Idaho. The 

second major period of park 

development began in 1955, when 

Congress allotted seven hundred million 

dollars for the Mission 66 program. The 

five housing units, the visitor center, the 

utility building and the brick comfort station in the campground were built during this time. The buildings are an 

early example of Mission 66 development, and are the only representations of Park Service Modern architecture in 

Idaho.41 

 

Numerous recorded cultural resources and sites in the park have yielded artifacts from a variety of chronological 

periods, dating from at least 8,000 years ago to the present.42 Less than 5% of the park has been intensively surveyed 

for cultural resources.43  

                                                 

40 https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/historyculture/places.htm 

41 https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/historyculture/places.htm 

42 “Fundamental Resources and Values” NPS, U.S Department of the Interior, CRMO Foundation Document, March 2014, p. 6 

43 “Guidance Needed for Comprehensive Cultural and Natural Resources Management” NPS, U.S Department of the Interior, CRMO 

Foundation Document, March 2014, p. 11 

Visitor Center                                 Photo: NPS 
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Section 5: Lighting Inventory 

The current outdoor lighting at CRMO is 94% compliant with the IDA standards, with 4 lights out of 65 not compliant. 

All other lights are either a shielded fixture or are naturally shielded based on their location on the building and are 

less than or equal to a CCT of 3000 Kelvins. CRMO plans to bring the park to 100% compliance with all deliberate 

speed. 
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Section 6: Lightscape Management Plan 
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The dark sky friendly lighting on this structure 

illuminates, with appropriate shielding, only 

that which is necessary to be seen, saving 

energy while avoiding light trespass and 

increase in skyglow.  Craters of the Moon 

National Monument is actively engaged in 

preserving the quality of its night skies. 

Section 7: Issue Leadership 

Lighting Project 

A highly prominent informational shelter, between the Visitor Center 

and entrances to the campground and loop road, features attractive, 

well-designed dark sky lighting.   

 

When the Spring (2017) thaw allows access (and, in no event later 

than May 31)44, interpretive signage will be added (wording may shift 

slightly to accommodate dimension necessities but content to be as 

follows): 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

External Partners  

CRMO is working closely with the City of Ketchum, a nearby scenic gateway community, on dark sky 

issues.  The dark sky efforts of CRMO have been instrumental in inspiring the City (through its Planning 

and Building Director who is also an affiliate member of the Committee for Dark Sky Studies, based at 

the University of Utah) to work towards its own IDA designation as a Dark Sky Community. 

                                                 
44 Update: signage installed April 11, 2017 

“ 
Kiosk Lighting                    Photo: NPS 

Dark Skies Signage at Park Kiosk       Photo:NPS 
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As both City and CRMO work towards their respective designations, CRMO functions as both a point of 

contact during the City’s application process, as well as a partner for the designated Dark Sky Community.  

A cooperative plan to present jointly at community education roundtables about the importance of dark 

skies and common sense, energy-saving, night-sky friendly lighting has been undertaken. 

Cooperation 

Over the past several years, CRMO has built an increasingly 

strong partnership with the town closest to the Monument — 

Arco (18 miles northeast). CRMO is involved in the local school 

district working with teachers to prompt student visits to CRMO, 

as well as working in the classrooms and presenting after school 

programs. Some community partnerships and events have been 

focused on space science, including a town hall with astronauts 

from the Apollo missions for the park’s 75th anniversary and a 

NASA Community Day as part of the park’s NPS Centennial 

Celebrations. 

 

Currently, CRMO is engaged in further strengthening community 

involvement for the August 2017 solar eclipse (for which the 

Monument is ideally situated), including daytime programming in 

the town and nighttime programming in the Monument. 

 

Additionally, CRMO looks forward to helping the community with lighting restoration efforts and 

presenting night-sky friendly education efforts as the partnership strengthens, and, further, is committed 

to assisting the town to capitalize on the dark sky economic development opportunities that will be 

possible with designation of the Monument.  

Field Trip at CRMO                             Photo: NPS 
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Future Plans for Inventorying and Monitoring Outreach 

With designation, CRMO will begin in Summer 2017 to involve visitors in its required night sky 

monitoring activities, that will be headed by NPS staff. This includes: 

▶ using the annual night sky quality measurements to educate on the importance of natural 

darkness in programming, and  

▶ giving demonstrations on the use of an SQM and how to interpret the resulting measurement.   

With the new dark sky platform provided by designation, CRMO will work to inspire at-home citizen 

science for visitors to measure the quality of their own skies and teach ways to remediate their own 

home lighting to become more night sky friendly.  

 

 

Big Southern Butte and Moon             Photo: NPS 
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Section 8: Education and Outreach 

Most visitor and educational opportunities are located in the northern part of the park near U.S. 20/26/93 between 

the gateway communities of Carey and Arco, Idaho. In addition to guided walks and programs by NPS staff, the 

park has several self-guided trails with wayside exhibits and a seven-mile loop drive. Park facilities include a visitor 

center complex, which consists of a campground, museum, and bookstore, as well as the park headquarters.45 

▶ National Park Service rangers present evening programs at the campground amphitheater at least once 

a week in the summer. 

▶ The Idaho Falls Astronomical Society provide telescopes and knowledge of the stars and galaxies at star 

parties, held twice each year at Craters of the Moon.46 

                                                 

45 “Brief Description of the Park” NPS, U.S Department of the Interior, CRMO Foundation Document, March 2014, p. 4 

46 https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/nature/night-sky.htm 

Star Party                                     Photo: NPS 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Park_Service
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▶ Rangers host solar-viewing activities in the summer with specially designed telescopes that allow safe 

viewing of the sun. 

▶ Ranger-led full moon hikes have been offered in the summer. 

▶ A Lunar Ranger program enables children to earn an embroidered patch in a 

few hours. The work booklet teaches about the park and its connections to 

space and other planets. 

▶ The Junior Ranger badge program for kids of all ages allows kids who meet at 

the campground amphitheater during the summer months to become a junior 

ranger and help take care of the park.47  

▶ Kids of all ages can learn about the Night Sky and earn a patch at the park by completing the Junior 

Ranger Night Explorer booklet.  

 

In 1959 the Craters of the Moon Natural History Association was formed to assist the Monument in educational 

activities. Craters of the Moon was selected to receive a 2016 field trip grant from the National Park Foundation, the 

official charity of America’s national parks, supporting Every Kid in a Park. The grant is part of the Foundation’s Open 

Outdoors for Kids program and is administered locally with the support of the Craters of the Moon Natural History 

Association. The $9,000 grant will provide transportation for fourth grade students from local school districts to visit 

the park as part of the park's A Trip to the Moon program. This program also includes a ranger visit to each fourth-

grade class. Thanks to the grant, approximately 1,000 students from Southern Idaho complement their classroom 

experience with an in-person park visit.48  

 

The Monument’s museum of natural history collections include: 

▶ an herbarium of vascular and nonvascular plant species 

▶ geological specimens from throughout the Monument 

▶ some mammal and reptile specimens 

▶ associated project documentation and reports  

 

Scientific research in the park is diverse and includes ongoing investigations of the geology and kipukas to better 

understand these as benchmarks for study. The park focuses interpretive and educational programs on geology, 

                                                 

47 https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/kidsyouth/index.htm 

48 https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/news/every-kid-at-craters.htm 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Craters_of_the_Moon_Natural_History_Association&action=edit&redlink=1
http://www.nationalparks.org/ook
http://www.nationalparks.org/ook
https://www.nps.gov/crmo/learn/kidsyouth/index.htm


     01.23.2017 CRMO IDA Application 
  page 46 

   
 

  

the prehistoric and historic value of the park, ecosystems, and adaptation. The park possesses highly valued qualities 

of wilderness character, including untrammeled, natural, and undeveloped areas with outstanding primitive and 

unconfined recreation, and unique scientific and educational opportunities.49 

                                                 

49 “Brief Description of the Park,” NPS, U.S Department of the Interior, CRMO Foundation Document, March 2014, p. 6 

 

Hiking by moonlight at Craters of the Moon. Ranger-led full moon hikes are offered in the summer.             Photo: NPS 
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Afterword 

CRMO night skies are both spectacular and known to be spectacular. In the National Park Service’s brochure Tips 

for Stargazing in National Parks, the NPS singles out the night sky experience at CRMO.  

 

Some parks, like Death Valley National Park in California and Craters of the Moon National Monument 

& Preserve in Idaho, are famous for their clear night skies.50 

 

                                                 

50 “Tips for Stargazing at National Parks,” Find your Park,  http://findyourpark.com/news/tips-for-stargazing-at-national-parks 

“ 
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The Star Parties at CRMO made U.S.A Today’s 10 Best list for 2016 in the category Best National 

Park Night Experience.  

On select nights in June and September, representatives from the Idaho Falls 

Astronomical Society host star parties at Craters of the Moon National Monument and 

Preserve. The evening starts with a night sky presentation at the campground 

amphitheater, followed by telescope viewing in the Caves Area parking lot. 51 

 

Jenna from HGTV’s “Mighty Tiny Houses” and the popular blog TinyHouseGiantJourney.com traveled in her tiny 

house to Craters of the Moon. Her travel companion took photos of the night sky.52   

 

The night sky sparkled over 

charred earth … Gaze up at 

the moon … at Craters of the 

Moon! Guillaume spent an 

evening exploring the park at 

night, snapping gorgeous 

photos of the Milky Way … If 

you plan on night hiking at 

Craters, be sure to bundle 

up! Similar to a desert 

climate, the park can get hot 

during the day and frigidly 

cold at night.53 

  

                                                 

51 USA Today’s 10 Best, “Night Sky Program,” http://www.10best.com/awards/travel/best-national-park-night-experience/ 

52 which showed the magnificent Milky Way in spite of the numerous unshielded lights on the Tiny House. 

53 http://tinyhousegiantjourney.com/2015/10/16/craters-of-the-moon-national-monument-in-two-days/ 

“ 

“ 

Milky Way  above Jenna’s tiny house in CRMO            Photo: tinyhousegiantjourney.com  
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Robert Limbert, the first person of record to explore CRMO, vividly described why 

Craters of the Moon National Monument deserves IDSP designation.  

“It is the play of light at sunset across this lava that charms the spectator. It 

becomes a twisted, wavy sea. In the moonlight its glazed surface has a silvery 

sheen. With changing conditions of light and air, it varies also, even while one 

stands and watches. It is a place of color and silence.”54 

  

  

                                                 

54 Robert Limbert on viewing the Blue Dragon Flows: U.S. Department of the Interior, Craters of the Moon, A Guide, p. 7 

“ 

Sunset at CRMO                     Photo: NPS 

Photo: NPS 
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