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Albuquerque to Mt. Rushmore and Return 

Day One: Monday, Sept. 10, 2018 

Albuquerque – Raton, NM (5 hours; 230 miles) 

 

Raton Pass Camp & Café. The café was closed, campground filled by sunset. Mostly back-ins on the 
periphery of a lollypop- shaped gravel lot with a couple of pull-thrus in the center and along the stem of 
the lollypop. Sunset views are excellent from most sites and it’s convenient to the Interstate (at an exit in 
the throes of a major reconstruction/expansion project at the top of the pass). A decent overnight stop but 
hard to see why anyone would want to stay longer if they weren’t working in the area. 

Day Two: Tuesday, Sept. 11 Raton to Limon CO (4.5 hours; 184 miles) 

Limon KOA Campendium: “Close to Hwy. Clean Pool, Pizza available on site. Pancake Breakfast 7-
9am for $6 was good and cooked to order. Site had some hwy noise but lots of bunnies and 
birds to watch. Friendly staff and cute trash house that was very convenient on exit. Good Wifi 
water/sewer 30Amp. The views are amazing, it's great to stand outside and look around.” 

I don’t know about the pizza, but the pancakes were over for the season. (How do you cook pancakes to 
order?) Close to an Interstate exit and an airport, but I heard mainly trains during the night. A small herd 
of bunnies in the grass beside the neighboring cabin provided some entertainment. 
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On the way out of town the next morning we stopped at Limon’s railroad and farm machinery 
museums. Both were closed, but the equipment parked along the tracks was worth seeing. 
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Day Three: Wednesday, 9/12 Limon CO to Lake Minatari, Nebraska (6 hours; 221 miles) 

 

A pleasantly shaded campground, sites well spaced along a shallow arm of the lake. We saw geese, 
cranes and turkeys along the rocky beach below us. Although our site was primitive with nothing more 
than a firepit and picnic table, there are paved sites (all back-in that I recall) with power hookups but no 
water. Two washrooms offer hot showers and flush toilets, and there’s a free dump station five minutes 
away on the highway into the park. Park was 9/10ths empty the weeknight we were there, but I bet it’s a 
busy place on summer weekends. We had a campfire but it was really too windy to enjoy. 
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Next morning a short walk took us to what may be Nebraska’s only lighthouse. An impressive structure 
with a narrow, steep and cramped spiral staircase leading to the cupola, there’s no plaque or marker to 
explain why it’s there. The view from the top revealed a much larger lake than I had thought when we 
camped on the other side of the little peninsula the previous evening. Saw some heavy RVs and fifth 
wheels parked on the sandy beach, some big boats in the water. 

 

Day Four: Thursday, Sept 13 Lake Minitari to Hot Springs SD (207 miles, 5.25 hours) 

 

Hot Springs KOA  

Campendium: “Pleasant, mostly wooded campground, not a common parking lot KOA, on gentle slope 
in South Dakota hills… Sites generally well leveled, tho a few appear challenging. Close together. 
Open sites which accommodate large rigs and ARE open to allow satellite to the rear of the park. 
Large, clean, solar-cover heated pool with sun and shade. Very clean. Full, hot breakfast available 
in the morning. WiFi present, 5.7 down, 1 up at 7 am. Didn’t try in the evening hours.” 

I would have to disagree with “gentle slope” as whole CG felt pretty hilly to me. Our site was indeed 
challenging, and leveling and unhitching the trailer was a chore. There was room for a short walk around 
the CG, and the minigolf course was fun, but the wifi was spotty. 

Day Five: Friday Sept. 14 in Hot Springs KOA, drove to Wind Cave  

Did a load of laundry, tightened hitch bolt, bought groceries, lunch at CG near Wind Cave, saw a lot of 
prairie dogs and a couple buffalo.  
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Also turkeys. We saw three sets of wild turkeys on the trip (unless the same flock was following 
us around). This was early morning in the CG at Hot Springs. 

The guided tour through the cave was long enough I had to keep my claustrophobia tightly 
reined in, and tiring enough I didn’t feel up to a hike in the open afterwards, altho there are a 
couple of interesting trails in the park. Hot Spring is a Victorian-era spa with some interesting old 
buildings and what seemed to me a lot of bars (maybe I was just thirsty). What the town lacked 
was ice cream, a bitter disappointment since we had our hearts set on it. Because the ice cream 
parlor was closed we stopped at the grocery to pick some up.  

Day Six, Saturday, Sept. 15. To Mt Rushmore, Crazy Horse Memorial, refilled propane tank 
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Rushmore is one of those things you have to experience for yourself. Neither words nor pictures 
do it justice. The walk away from the tourist-packed central viewing area/gift shop/restrooms 
toward the base of the mountain offers the opportunity to better appreciate the literally 
monumental scale of the thing.  

It’s interesting to speculate on what would happen if we were to attempt such an achievement today. 
There would be decades of environmental impact studies, lawsuits and protests. At the same time we 
would have angry debates over which American heroes should be memorialized. As slave-holding, 
misogynist bigots, George and Tom would be out of the question. FDR certainly would displace TR but 
Abe might hold his place (until some leftist academic unearthed his actual words on slavery, integration 
and blacks in general and we were reminded that the great man was actually a racist Republican). To 
those two, should we add JFK or MLK? Malcolm X or Cesar Chavez? Harriet Tubman or Sacajawea?  
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There’s a sort of mini-Rushmore outside a bar beside the highway near the real thing. Not the three I 
would have picked, but impressive nevertheless. 
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Lunch at Horsethief Lake, a short drive from Mt Rush. A pretty spot but very busy. 

 

A few miles from Rushmore is an even more monumental tribute to the legendary Sioux warrior and his 
yet uncarved crazy horse.  
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No more than visualized when we last passed through the Black Hills in the ‘70s, and certainly never to 

be completed in my lifetime, this memorial to the Sioux hero of the Little Big Horn will be the largest 
mountain carving in the world, if an when it’s finally finished.  

 

It’s less a tribute to the man himself than to the Polish immigrant sculptor who managed to turn 
his quixotic quest into a lucrative, multi-generational family business. Entrance fee cost us $20, 
but well worth the $. 
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Day Seven: Sunday, Sept 16. Drove to Sundance Wyoming (133 miles, time?) 

Mountain View RV Park and Campground 

307-283-2270 

Campendium: “$45 for a pull through 50 amp site, excellent WiFi and great cable ($2 more for cable). 
Super clean and the staff was outstanding. Nice store with cool gifts and basic items. Baked 
goods made fresh daily. Good layout for hookups. Grass area between sites and dog friendly. 
Clean laundry room, Rec area with a pool table and ping pong table, also a pool. Quiet place.” 

Sundance has a small grocery and a couple bars, but nothing much else. The only eating place I saw was 
“Cowgirl Pizza & Laundry. We bought groceries ,did a load of laundry, enjoyed the hot showers. 

 

The old bank is the most if not the only architecturally interesting building in Sundance. 
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Otherwise it’s a standard small town with a couple of “Wild West” touches for tourists passing 
through from Black Hills to Devil’s Tower. 
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A sculpture in the town square commemorates the Kid (he’s named after the town, not vice-versa) 
who was incarcerated in and escaped from the local jail. 
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By way of comparison, here’s the real Sundance (seated on the left) with the rest of the Hole-In-
The-Wall gang (Butch is far right). The bowler hats were purchased in Fort Worth with the 
proceeds of a Nevada bank robbery. Butch mailed the photo to the bank president. 

Day Eight: Monday, Sept.17, to Devil’s Tower 

A challenging drive on a good but winding highway, possibly so enjoyable just because I was relieved of 
the drag of the trailer. 
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We took two moderately strenuous hikes, one around the base of the tower and a second more 
challenging but more scenic and less crowded 1.5 mile loop along the north boundary of the 
park.  
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Day Nine: Tues. Sept. 18 Sundance to Glendoe Wyoming, Elkhorn CG (181 miles) 

This CG was close enough to I-25 to hear the traffic, but I’m not confident I could find it again. 
Not the main campground in the state (?) park, but at the other end of the reservoir, now dry 
due to seasonal irrigation demands. As a result we had the place to ourselves. Even if the lake 
was full it wouldn’t be a very busy spot. There’s a boat ramp and four campsite, very widely 
spaced along the road in. We took the handicap-accessible space, which offered a level 
concrete pad, with firepit and picnic table. A hot breakfast the next a.m. at a charming local 
restaurant in town. 

Day Ten: Glendoe Wyoming to Buena Vista, CO 343 miles, 8 hours) 

This was the most stressful day of the trip and included the worst accident, when I got the trailer 
wedged against a pillar in a gas station in the pass. If it weren’t for the kindness of strangers 
we’d be there yet. While truck and trailer handled the grades well, the traffic on I-70 and through 
the mountains south from Breckinridge was nerve-wracking. The Buena Vista KOA was more 
primitive than most but offered great views across the valley.  

Day Eleven: Thurs Sept 20 Buena Vista Co to Hopewell Lake, NM, 196 miles, 4.5 hours. 

 

Hopewell Lake is a pretty spot, with half a dozen pull through sites and others it wouldn’t 
be much trouble to back in. We saw deer in the evening and I also saw bear scat within 
the treeline near the campsite. 
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Also, a herd of cows was grazing through the campground. But we did have a nice fire 
that night. 

Day Twelve: Friday, Sept. 21. Hopewell Lake to Albuquerque 195 miles, 5.5 hours 

Dumped black & gray tanks at Abiqui Lake 

TRIP SUMMARY: 

12 days, 2,120 miles (230 excursions in truck w/o camper). 

$505.94 in gas (163.4 gallons, an average of 13 mpg) 


