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T
he Big Basin Prairie Pre s e rve
is 1,818 acres of nati ve mixe d
grass prairie managed by th e

Kansas Department of Wildlife and
P a rks. This area is in the Red Hills

re gion of Kansas. The landscape can
ge n e r a l ly be described as ro l l i n g
hills with both level uplands and
small canyons. The pre s e rve also
i ncludes an inte rm i ttent stre a m ,

Ke i ger Creek, which fl ows th ro u g h
the north e a st corner of the pre-
s e rve, and two non-draining basins
that make the pre s e rve topographi-
c a l ly and ge o l o gi c a l ly uniqu e .

The Kansas Department of Wildlife and Parks pur-
chased the property in 1974. The previous owner, The
Nature Conservancy, sold the property with the stipu-
lation that it be managed as a nature preserve. In
December of 1978, the preserve was designated as a
National Natural Landmark and was added to the

National Registry of Natural Landmarks. 
Historically, St. Jacob’s Well and Big Basin were used

as landmarks and watering sites on trail drives that
we re bri n ging cattle from Texas. A Living Wa te r
Monument commemorates the area’s importance to
early settlers.

Big Basin is a large circular depression. It is about
one mile in diameter and about 100 feet deep. The walls
of the basin are nearly vertical. Scattered across the
floor of Big Basin are a number of small ephemeral
ponds that catch and temporarily hold the water that

flows into the basin. U.S. Highway 283 bisects Big
Basin, with approximately two-thirds of the basin lying
east of the road and within the confines of the preserve.
The remaining western third of the basin is privately
owned.

Vehicles are re stri cted to the improved tr a i l s .
Maintenance of these trails is minimal so visitors
should drive slowly and with caution. Foot traffic on
the remainder of the area is allowed and encouraged.
However, persons on foot should stay clear of the bison
area. No hunting is allowed on the area.

CAUTION - BISON
Bison are wild animals and should not be

harassed or approached. They are unpredictable
and can charge without provocation.

General Area Map

The Little Basin is about 280 ya rds in diameter and 35
feet from rim to fl o o r. Within Little Basin is a small per-
manent pond known as St. Jacob’s Well. St. Jacob’s We l l
is a pool of wa ter about 84 feet in diameter that has
n e ver been known to go dry. The well has been the sub-
j e ct of many local legends, most associated with the idea
that the well was bottomless and/or connected to an
u n d e rg round stream that was capable of washing away
a ny thing that fell in the well. The well was also re p o rt-
e d ly inhabited by blind fish. Re s e a rch has shown the we l l
to be ro u g h ly funnel shaped and 58 feet deep. No evi-

d e nce of any underg round stream or blind fish has been
fo u n d .

Big Basin, Little Basin, and St. Jacob’s Well we re
fo rmed in the recent ge o l o gical past by a process know n
as soluti o n - s u b s i d e nce. This process occurs when surface
wa ter gains access and dissolves underg round deposits
of salt, gypsum, or limestone. The ove r l aying layers of
rock and minerals subside to fill the volume va c a ted by
the wa ter soluble deposits. The process of soluti o n - s u b-
s i d e nce is thought to still be occurring, and small depre s-
sions have been noted fo rming within Little Basin.

The primary objective in managing the preserve is to
maintain the site in its natural state and thus preserve
a unique ecological and geological area. Grazing is a
natural and healthy activity in the prairie ecosystem,
and herds of bison are maintained at the preserve to
continue this natural process. The preserve is also uti-

lized as an education center, providing opportunities
for conservation education and research. Those visiting
the preserve will develop a greater appreciation of the
natural resources of Kansas and more concern for the
conservation of all natural resources.




