
The Famous Elevators – Mark Kaufman


	“An elevator should ride like glass,” says park elevator mechanic Roland Kihlthau. Indeed, the elevator mechanics keep the ride incredibly smooth – it won’t feel as if you’re descending through 75 stories of solid rock. Remember, At Carlsbad Caverns, you’ll take an elevator through a mountain.

This rock, limestone, is composed almost exclusively of petrified sea creatures. So although the trip is short – at just over a minute – it is a journey through a densely compacted collection of ancient reef life, alive at a time when southeastern New Mexico sat on the west coast of Pangea – Earth’s great supercontinent.
Rangers can grow immune to the experience – a banality similar to a daily trip up and down a skyscraper. But don’t be fooled – soon after the elevator car begins its descent, pressure will build in your ears and pop, a reminder that you are making a deep journey. The doors will open, and you will enter a cool, humid, uncanny world; a place where bats slumber and cannibalistic cave crickets hop about on trails.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Some visitors are not enthusiastic about the elevator experience, begging the question, just how safe are the elevators? Mechanic Steve MacLachlan points out that each elevator car is supported by seven steel cables; however, just one cable is capable of holdingan elevator car and its passengers. MacLachlan climbs atop the cars each week to inspect the cables, and they are replaced every five years, although they are good for ten.
Additionally, thunderstorms are common during the summer monsoon season. Lightning is often attracted to the visitor center, as it towers above a treeless landscape. Strikes to and around the visitor center can shut off power; fortunately, the elevators have a back-up plan – diesel generators.
Some will mock the inefficiencies of government, but the cavern elevators are certainly not to blame. On a busy summer day the elevators will make 350 trips through the limestone mountain, but the taxpayer’s burden is surprisingly low, at just 11 dollars a day. The elevator’s efficiency is rooted in their counter-weights, stacks of metal blocks that act akin to a playground teeter-totter.  
Caves are inherently inaccessible places – some require crawling through holes in the ground, teeming with spiders, just to enter. In contrast, Carlsbad Caverns is known for its accessibility, and the elevators are a big reason why.

 
	
