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Beyond barbecue, jazz and fountains, 
Kansas City owns one superlative that’s 
never in dispute: We have the largest 

number of former limestone mines in the nation.
These hollowed-out areas, known as 

“the caves,” now serve as underground 
warehouses, offices, archives and 
niche spaces for an astonishing variety 
of businesses.

If you’ve ever been to Worlds of Fun, 
visited Park University or driven along the 
eastern loop of I-435 or on 31st Street 
west of Penn Valley Park, then you’ve 
passed over the 100-foot-thick ceilings 
of places where several thousand people 
work every day, down below.

“Most people don’t have a clue,” says 
Bill Seymour, vice president of Meritex 
Executive Park, which lies partly beneath 
the Church of the Nazarene Global 
Ministry Center in Lenexa, Kan.

Seymour estimates there are more than 10 
square miles of mined areas around Kansas 
City (although he prefers to talk in terms of 
square feet), and nearly one square mile 
of occupied underground space. The high 
security, coupled with low utility bills from the 
constant temperature and humidity, make 
these  spaces especially well-suited for storing 
food and paper products. But the underground 
holds many other surprises, as well.

A rocky start
This area was chock-full of bluffs and 

ravines when settlers first arrived, and in 
the late 1800s, nearly every block held a 
small quarry as the land was leveled for 
homes and businesses. In the 1950s, 
mining companies ventured underground 
to carve out bands of limestone with 
machines and explosives, leaving a 
warren of hollow rooms interspersed with 
25-foot-wide rock pillars. At first, this was 

done randomly; later the pillars were left 
in a grid pattern when the companies 
realized the space could be repurposed. 
Now the most sophisticated underground 
business parks have whitewashed walls, 
paved streets, electric lighting, sump 
pumps, plumbing and sprinkler systems. 

Party like the Flintstones
When he was 8 years old, Lester Dean Jr. 

watched his mother walk out the door wearing 
leopard skins and bones in her hair. She was 
attending a Flintstones-themed party with his 
father for the 1966 grand opening of Dean’s 
Downtown Underground. Lester Dean Sr. had 

drained and blasted out the first subsurface 
complex in the area after lowering a rowboat 
and a lantern down a shaft to explore an 
unfinished railroad tunnel. His son continues 
to expand the family business centered at 
West 31st and Mercier streets in Kansas City.

Among the items stored at Dean’s are 
records from law firms and insurance 
companies, art and film collections, 
including some items from the  Nelson-
Atkins Museum, wheelchairs and hospital 
beds, furniture from a Country Club 

Plaza hotel and costumes from a college 
theater department. There’s also a no-
frills carpeted event space (complete 
with limestone pillars) for the occasional 
wedding reception and birthday party. 

Other underground facilities have 5K runs 
or paintball, but one of Dean’s newest tenants 
offers a different sport: cave bouldering. This 
bright, multi-colored climbing gym was built in 
two months by world traveler Elsa Bleeker with 
the help of volunteers. She teaches classes for 
beginning climbers and sponsors a team that 
competes against other gyms while saving up 
for a trek to the summit of Mt. Everest.

Largest of the large
Every year as Feb. 2 approaches, 

Connie Kamps loads a pickup truck with 
salted peanuts and delivers them to 
more than 50 tenants at Hunt Midwest’s 
SubTropolis, a former mine with the 
trademarked phrase “World’s Largest 
Underground Business Complex.”

“Groundhog Day is our holiday,” says 
Kamps, director of real estate operations, 
who helps host the annual Groundhog Day 
Run along several miles of underground 
roads named for various limestone strata 
(Bethany Falls, Winterset, Middle Creek 
and Hushpuckney).  The complex is located 
just north of the Missouri River across from 
Ameristar Casino and houses 200 U.S. 
Postal Service employees and a training 
and logistics center for the Environmental 
Protection Agency. Up to 40,000 school 
children visit each year on field trips to 
EarthWorks, an interactive science lab that 
includes the study of cave ecosystems. 

SubTropolis also is one of three local 
facilities for the  National Archives and 
Records Administration  (others are at 
Meritex and Space Center), and it holds 
collections of hundreds of refrigerated 

KC’s Bustling Underworld
Hidden economy thrives in limestone caverns.
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original movie reels (including “Gone with 
the Wind,” “Ben Hur” and “Wizard of Oz”), 
old photos, coins, baseball cards, vinyl 
albums and more.  A new client, Light Edge 
Solutions, held a ribbon-cutting there in April 
for a $58 million regional data center.

A town-gown thing
Beneath Park University in Parkville 

are 15 tenants who sometimes use the 
school’s fitness center, food service and 
meeting rooms, or consult with professors 
and hire student interns.

“The idea is to leverage the university; it’s a 
real partnership,” says property manager Mark 
Martin. Parkville Commercial Underground is 
a smaller, more pedestrian-friendly complex 
than others; fewer trucks drive through, and a 

walking trail (two laps equal a mile) is used by 
workers at lunch. “The beautiful thing is that 
it’s always a beautiful day in the underground,” 
Martin says.

The Missouri Historical Society keeps 
some artifacts there, but the majority of 
the space is divided into offices with a lab 
or warehousing component. One tenant is 
a young distillery company.

Spirits of the deep
Steve Strong crafts small batches 

of custom-made vodka at S.D. Strong 
Distilling. He hopes to start weekend 
tours later in the summer after remodeling 
his underground workplace to include a 
tasting room. As far as he knows, it’s the 
only distillery (legal, anyway) in a cave. 

“I kind of like the cool bootlegger vibe,” 
says Strong, who has plans to branch into 
rye whiskey and gin.

Kahlua, the cave greeter
A friendly corgi named Kahlua often 

wanders over to give visitors a sniff when 
they enter the hand-painted door of Bird’s 
Botanicals, the most famous tenant at 
Interstate Underground Warehouse at East 
23rd Street near I-435. David Bird, a self-
described “plant nerd,” grows more than 
10,000 exotic orchids, ferns and succulents 
using artificial lights, foil-covered walls and 
an automatic watering system. He offers 
group tours and classes for a small fee, 
and even has a waiting list for volunteers 
who help his staff manage the plants. He’s 

The beautiful 
thing is that 
it’s always 
a beautiful 
day in the 
underground.

Hunt Midwest is one of many businesses 
that reside in the KC underground.
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all about growth, but the other end of the life 
cycle is represented nearby.

Coffins, naturally
What goes underground stays 

underground (usually after a short above-
ground ceremony) with U.S. Patriots steel 
caskets. Sold primarily to military veterans 
and their spouses, the company’s products 
come in two basic versions —  Neapolitan 
blue with an American flag and white with 
roses. More than 400 of these are stored at 
Interstate Underground, which also houses 
food products, auto parts and appliances.

Underground parking and storage
Many of the complexes rent parking 

spaces (often in unfinished areas) to 
individuals for wintering recreational vehicles, 
boats and cars in a warm, dry spot. Vintage 
Cadillacs and Mustangs have a place, too, 
as well as antique fire engines and carriages.  
Clients are local and regional, coming 
from as far away as Topeka, Kan., and 
Columbia, Sedalia and Clinton in Missouri. 
And some operations, like Dean’s, also rent 
24/7-access self-storage space.

Interesting visitors
Two years ago a contingent of 12 

Singapore business leaders on a fact-
finding mission toured several local 
underground complexes with an eye 
toward vertically expanding their own 
densely populated landlocked island.

Around the same time, former Minnesota 
governor Jesse Ventura posted a video 
selfie on his Conspiracy Theory website 
as he drove through a sub-KC cavern. 

He was searching for evidence of deep 
military bases designed to shelter the 
powerful elite in a cataclysmic crisis. 

And what better place for a shelter? 
Kansas City’s manmade caverns are a 

prepper’s dream, filled with bedding, furniture, 
lumber, janitorial products, military course 
books, disaster supplies and plenty to eat.

Groceries in low places
It’s been said that the metro area has 

enough food stored underground to feed 

the entire nation for several days. Grocery 
chains keep frozen chickens, turkey 
and other goods in cold storage. Coffee 
companies store beans (both green and 
roasted), and vending machine caretakers 
store soda, candy and snack crackers. 
One company ages cheese below ground, 
and another is gearing up to grow gourmet 
mushrooms for restaurants. Canned and 
dry food stacked on pallets eventually 
makes its way to Indian reservation depots 
and U.S. Army bases. Wine, beer, Chinese 
restaurant supplies, soup, beans and 

baking ingredients are stored. And that 
cereal you eat for breakfast? Chances are 
good that it had a stay in the underground. 

Then and now
When the caves were evolving from 

limestone mines to business parks, the 
developers formed an association to wrangle 
with first-time questions: Was it best to own 
the land above or not? How should deeds and 
titles be described? Which building codes still 
made sense, and which did not apply? 

“None of the issues were hard, but we 
had to figure them out,” says Meritex’s 
Seymour, who served as the association 

president for a while. Now the group has 
disbanded and the underground owners 
compete for many of the same tenants.  

But there’s still room for innovative ideas. 
The Mega Cavern, a former limestone 

mine in Louisville, Ky., boasts of having the 
world’s only fully-underground zipline and 
adventure tour, complete with a tram ride and 
holiday lights display. Might that be an option 
for one of Kansas City’s former mines? 

“We’ve been there and done that,” says 
Kamps, explaining that SubTropolis’ parent 
company used to own the above-ground 

Worlds of Fun but is currently focusing on 
other real estate opportunities. There’ve 
been requests for underground galas, 
proms, bicycling and a roller derby, she 
says. “But our goal is to focus on meeting 
the needs of our customers. Hosting special 
events is fun but can be disruptive.” 

Lester Dean says he’s working on 
something unusual, but he’s not ready 
to announce it. Meanwhile, if the former 
Minnesota governor discovered anything 
exciting on his underground stealth visit, 
he’s not telling. Yet. n

► How To Visit
► Drive through:
Many underground centers 

are open to the public during 
business hours. In fact, 
SubTropolis is a regular side 
trip for tourist buses that swing 
through the complex before 
visiting the casinos or on their 
way to Branson, Mo.

► Walk through:
A large sign on a 10-story 

elevator invites the public to 
“Take a 10-story ride to the 
underside!!!” at Dean’s, where 
visitors will find carpeted hallways 
and lobbies with fountains, fake 
potted plants and flat screen TVs.

► Runs:
Jingle in July and Jingle Bell 

Run in December are 5K run/
walks at Meritex.

The Groundhog Run in late 
January is a 5K/10K at SubTropolis.

► Rock climbing: 
Cave Bouldering gym at 

Dean’s 

► Etc.
Paintball, laser tag: Jaegers

► Shopping: 
Bird’s Botanical gift shop 

at Interstate Underground 
offers orchids, flower pots  and 
growing supplies.

The Postal Fulfillment 
Center at SubTropolis sells 
commemorative stamps.

Dale Wilch’s Man Cave is 
a swap meet for automotive 
vendors hawking everything 
from car parts to Hot Wheels to 
vintage magazines on Wednesday 
evenings at Dean’s. n

Cave entrances offer just a hint of the 
ensuing vast underground world.

Elevators take visitors for a 10-story 
ride to reach the underground caves.


