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At first blush, Sica Hollow State Park 
might seem like someplace you’d want 
to avoid.

The area was named after a Dakota 
Sioux word used to describe something 
sinister and features a winding pathway 
called the Trail of the Spirits. There 
are maroon-colored bogs, sangria-
tinged streams and brown foliage that 
reminded early tribes of the blood and 
flesh of their ancestors.

The undulating terrain is said to be 
the site of an ancient spiritual battle 
in which the land and the people were 
overcome by a malevolent force. Local 
legend has it that the restless souls 
of the dead manifest themselves as 
unexplained bursts of fire and light in 
the night, disturbing sounds of agonized 
wailing and the ominous beat of war 
drums in the distance.

Apart from the spooky stories and 
eerie lore, Sica Hollow turns out to 
be one of many “hidden gems” in the 

There are 85 campsites with seven 
camping cabins, a group lodge, and 
facilities for boating, fishing, canoeing, 
biking, archery and more.

Nearby is the much smaller Llewellyn 
Johns Recreation Area with just 10 
campsites and an opportunity to enjoy 

The State Park system has seen visitation increase 
with new programs in place to serve the public

State Park system that are found off the 
beaten paths.

Sica Hollow is located in the 
northeast corner of the state near 
Sisseton where you’ll find rustic bridges, 
winding creeks, scenic waterfalls and 
seasonal wildflowers festooning the 
eight miles of hiking trails. The Trail 
of Spirits, which today is a self-guided 
interpretive foot trail, was designated 
as a National Recreation Trail in 1971. 
The park also contains the Old River 
Warren and Coteau des Prairies, which 
have been named National Natural 
Landmarks.

With more than 60 facilities in its 
fold, the State Park system has lots to 
offer and includes several lesser-known 
destinations for families to discover 
such as Sica Hollow, Spirit Mound and 
Adams Homestead in the eastern part 
of the state and Shadehill, Rocky Point 
and Llewellyn Johns out west.

The Shadehill Recreation Area near 
Lemmon is situated on the shores of 
Shadehill Reservoir, which is one of 
western South Dakota’s few large lakes. 

SPOTLIGHT ON STATE PARKS
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Despite its legacy as the site of an epic battle over good and evil, Sica Hollow State Park near Sisseton is a source of family 
fun for those who want to get away and enjoy the great outdoors. Photos by SD Tourism.

At Llewellyn Johns Recreation Area, 
visitors will find a monument to Hugh 
Glass, a hunter who survived a vicious 
attack by a grizzly bear in 1823.



a quieter and more secluded camping 
experience. There are points of historical 
interest close by as many historic 
figures have traveled through the 
area, including George Custer’s 1874 
Expedition and Hugh Glass. According 
to first-hand accounts, in 1823 Glass 
was attacked by a grizzly bear, an event 
documented in the novel Lord Grizzly 
and recounted in the movie, The 
Revenant.

Nick Harrington, communications 
manager for Game, Fish and Parks, 
reports that the system is stronger and 
more popular than ever. Last year more 
than 8.4 million visitors passed through 
the parks, representing a 25 percent 
increase in visitation over the nine-year 
average. Custer State Park, the system’s 
most popular spot, saw a 3 percent 
increase in attendance with more than 
2.3 million visitors.

Seventy-seven percent of visitors rated 
their camping experience as an A with 
43 out of the 48 areas surveyed receiving 
the top rating.

To keep the momentum moving 
along, the State Park system has added 
15 new facilities from a new Bison 
Center at Custer State Park to an 
improved boat ramp at West Whitlock 
Recreation Area. 

And just in time for the spring and 
summer camping season there is a new 
and improved way of helping campers 
navigate the parks and outdoor facilities. 
Through www.gooutdoorssouthdakota.
com, customers can secure a camping 
reservation or buy an annual park 

entrance license while also purchasing 
hunting and fishing licenses all from 
the same transaction. A new mobile app 
provides 360 degree views of the more 
than 4,000 campsites in the system.

The Department of Tourism has also 
launched a free mobile pass called South 
Dakota Great Finds that helps users 
explore the state’s many attractions, 
including hidden treasures like Sica 
Hollow. The pass can be accessed at 
travelsouthdakota.com, and there is no 
app to download.

According to Department of Tourism 
Secretary Jim Hagen, “This mobile 
experience allows us to better highlight 
what truly makes up the great state 
of South Dakota. It showcases rural 
America, unexpected businesses and 
parks, and gets people off the beaten 
path to discover something new.” 

Search for “Go Outdoors South 
Dakota” to find GFP’s official mobile 
app for iOS and Android.
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Cross country skiers receive both the mental and physical health benefits of a 

Approximate number 
of visitors

8,400,000
 to South Dakota 

State Parks in 2021

Top 10 most 
visited state 
parks in 2021
1. Custer State Park
2. Lewis & Clark Recreation Area
3. Spring Creek Recreation Area
4. Oahe Downstream Recreation  

Area
5. Cow Creek Recreation Area
6. Angostura Recreation Area
7. Roy Lake State Park
8. Farm Island Recreation  Area
9. Springfield Recreation Area
10. Newton Hills State Park

SPOTLIGHT ON STATE PARKS

Sica Hollow is one of the “hidden gems” in the state park system where visitors 
can commune with nature while learning about local lore.


