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Clifty Falls Indiana State Park

History and Tourism Guide for Clifty Falls, Madison and Jefferson County

Indiana State Park Travel Guide Series

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Clifty Falls Indiana State Park offers visitors excellent hiking, camping, picnicking opportunities as well as serving as a gateway to historic Madison and Jefferson County. 

Hiking

Hikers will find almost 15 miles of hiking trails ranging from rugged to easy. Hike along the rugged Clifty Creek canyon, enjoy delightful woodland wildflowers and bask in the fragrant woodlands. 

Camping

Clifty Fallls State Park campgrounds offer visitors several different camping experiences ranging from modern electric campsites, primitive camping and youth campground facilities. 

Waterfalls

Enjoy the four waterfalls in the park, from majestic Clifty Falls to Little Clifty, Tunnel and Hoffman Falls. 

Madison - Jefferson County

Madison, in Jefferson County, Indiana is one of Indiana's oldest towns and has oodles of historic sites for visitors to learn the fascinating history of this charming town on the Ohio River. The book Clifty Falls State Park can serve as your tourism guide for Madison and Jefferson County.
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Perched high on bluffs above the Ohio River, Clifty Falls State Park boasts great hiking, scenic waterfalls and a wonderful campground. Taking its name from the falls on Clifty Creek, the park got its start from 570 acres given to the State by Madison residents. Numerous picnic areas and shelters allow families a wonderful relaxing spot while enjoying a picnic meal. Visitors wanting to stay in comfort can book a room at the Clifty Inn. The Inn boasts a restaurant, swimming pool and sitting area that overlooks the river. 

Hikers can traverse a historic railroad tunnel on one of the trails. The tunnel formed a part of the Madison and Indianapolis Railroad, which went bankrupt before the tunnel was used. The park has four waterfalls, most accessible only by trail. The main falls, a sixty foot cascade, is near Clifty Shelter and accessible to picnickers. 

Entrances

There are two entrances to Clifty Falls State Park. The North Entrance is on State Road 62 a few miles west of its intersection with US 421. When you pull in this entrance, Clifty Shelter is to the right. This is a big shelter with lots of room for picnicking. There is a large field suitable for soccer, badminton and other outdoor sports. The south entrance is on State Road 56, which also goes east into downtown Madison. Clifty Inn is on the left of this entrance after you ascend the hill.

Canyon

The canyon at Clifty Falls is almost three miles long. It features some of the oldest exposed bedrock formations in Indiana. The shale, sandstone and limestone formations are almost 450 million years old. The canyon formed as a result of ice melt when the last ice age ended and the glaciers melted almost 12,000 years ago. The park lies near the southernmost limit of the huge glaciers that covered North America during that cold era. Since then, the climate has warmed, beginning about 12,000 years ago. This warming melted the glaciers, forming the landscape we see today.

Madison

Close to Madison, Clifty Falls can serve as a good spot to stay while exploring the numerous attractions of that historic town. Downtown Madison has many small shops and restaurants that offer local food, wine and other wares. Visitors can enjoy a relaxing walk and picnic in Lamplighter Riverfront Park, watching the Ohio River. Several bed and breakfast inns also inhabit Madison
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Park Information
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Clifty Falls State Park

Mailing Address:

1501 Green Road

Madison, IN 47250

(812) 273-8885

Mapping Address:

2221 Clifty Drive

Madison, IN 47250

https://www.in.gov/dnr/parklake/2985.htm

Acreage - 1414 

Created - 1920
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General Geology Clifty Falls State Park
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The area of Clifty Falls State Park lies on an area geologists call the Cincinnati Arch. This geological formation stretches between the Illinois Basin, in south central Illinois, and the Appalachian Basin, which slants southwest through eastern Virginia. The rock layers in the area of the park slant towards the west with the younger rock faces to the west and the older to the east. The exposed rock is mostly composed of a substance geologists call Laurel Dolomite. This rock is more resistant to erosion that the rocks on either side of the park, thus it formed a ridge through the park and nearby Madison. This ridge created a drainage divide. Precipitation falling east of this divide flows eastward and that falling west of the divide fell west. Rains that fell in the Madison area cascaded over the harder Dolomite, forming waterfalls and cascades that tumbled into the deeper Ohio River. The falls at Clifty Falls originally fell directly into the river, however over the centuries the running water carved the current canyon that runs from the falls to the Ohio River, about 2 miles to the south. The falls is at an elevation of 658 feet above sea level and the Ohio River is at 432 feet above sea level, so the stream bed is about 226 feet below the canyon rim near the river. Since the rock on both sides of the canyon slants west, rainwater on the east percolates down through the rock on the eastern canyon wall, forming springs that freeze into the beautiful frozen waterfalls on the east face of the canyon. This percolating water creates openings in the rock that over many years break it apart, causing the large boulders seen at the canyons base. The water on the western rim falls to the west, thus the western face is more stable as the water does not percolate through it.
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History of Clifty Falls State Park

Clifty Falls State Park came into existence on October 27, 1920, when the State Mental Hospital in Madison transferred 110 acres of land, known as Thomas Hill, to Indiana to establish Indiana's third state park. This act, spurred into action by state park founder Richard Lieber, was joined with another 570 acres donated by some Jefferson County citizens. An old stone farmhouse formed the beginnings of the inn when Lieber remodeled to include six sleeping rooms, a dining hall and a lobby. this proved popular, so a barn near the house was remodeled to provide an additional sixteen rooms in 1923. The inn opened in 1924. Eleanor Roosevelt slept in the inn in 1934 during her visit to Madison as she inspected work done in the park by the Civilian Conservation Corps. When the Indiana State Park system established a naturalist program in 1927, Clifty Falls was one of the first 4 parks to join the program. In 1965 the park received another large tract of former fields belonging to the Madison State Hospital.
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