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Welcome to T AG!
Stomp your foot. Hear that echo? Watch those late night walks, you might just fall down a hole! Well, maybe I am stretch-

ing it a little...but it has happened, and on several occasions!

TAG (Tennessee, Alabama, Georgia) has over 11,000 caves. Some of them are small, some over 30 miles in length. Pits
range in depth from simple 10 foot climb downs to 190-foot tubes to echoing 586-foot drops. Walking passages abound side
by side with humbling 6,000 foot muddy crawls through some of the stickiest mud ever made to scalloped passages that take
your breath away. There is a little bit of everything here. 

Everyone of them has one thing in common - a landowner. They are the caretakers of our sport. In TAG, we don’t walk
up to landowners and ask if they have any caves on their land -- we ask them where they are. They are familiar with their land
and give us access. Let’s take care of them and their wishes. Close those gates, park off the road, stay away when asked. And
watch out for those holes!

An increasing number of our caves contain endangered and threatened species. A number of the Convention attendees
will have been caving in TAG before. Please, ask at the Registration Desk before going on a trip. Things change over time.
Caves are closed or found to contain endangered species while new ones are found every weekend.

There are plenty of caves to go around. This guidebook was written to provide you with a list of the most popular ones.
Led trips will leave the campground every day. Take advantage of them to see some of the most beautiful caves the U.S. has
to offer.

When you return in the future, please check with a local grotto about entry status. Landowners change. Sometimes we
lose a couple, sometimes we gain six more. Always, we discover more. Check with us before caving - we just might take you
to that new “Big Room” or deep pit that was just found.

About 8 years ago, a visiting caver from Missouri told me that TAG exploration was dead, all of the big caves had been
found. Since that time, we have added caves that you could drive a train through and set new length records several times.
TAG Exploration is not dead. We have just begun to dig!

Welcome to TAG - Where the Caves Are!

Cave Softly and Carry a Long Rope - TAG!

Wm Shrewsbury
1998 NSS Convention Chairman, Sewanee, TN
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Introduction
In 1989, the NSS Convention was held at the University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee. This
Convention was billed as a caver's convention. We hope to continue this fine tradition and have includ-
ed descriptions of 100 of the best caves in TAG. However, we hope that the Guidebook will be more than
just a compilation of cave descriptions. We hope it will capture some of the flavor of caving in TAG. 

In this Guidebook, we have included a short section on the Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia state cave
surveys, a description of some current exploration projects in TAG, a section on cave science in the
Southeast, a collection of articles on caving techniques relatively unique to TAG, a section on safety in
the wilds and in the caves of TAG, a history of selected caves and caving in TAG, and the continuation
of a tradition from the 1989 Guidebook -- oral interviews with some of the cavers who have helped make
TAG one of the most exciting places to cave in the US.

One departure we made from the 1989 Guidebook was omitting directions to caves. Since the 1989
Convention, the Southeast has suffered a number of cave closures. Some of these closures are related to
the control of large tracks of land by hunting clubs, others have been directly related to careless actions
by cavers. In either case, the pressure on our limited caving resources has greatly increased in the last ten
years. In an attempt to counteract the closure of caves, we are happy to focus a section of the Guidebook
on the Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. It is through the actions of this and other conservancies, that
we, as cavers, can assure access to some of the country's finest caves.

Have a safe and enjoyable convention!

Geary M. Schindel, NSS 15827F John L. Hickman, NSS 28619
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In Memoriam
It is appropriate that we remember those departed cavers who have contributed to Southeastern caving. 

For their passion, fellowship, and discoveries!

Name NSS Number Dates State

Jack Henry Allen 3734 1923 - 1992 Alabama

Earnest Ackerley 25 - 1963 Georgia

Larry S. Adams 14224 1946 - 1993 Tennessee

Fred Benington 3684 - 1997 Alabama

Arthur David Bosnak 14216 1947 - 1985 Tennessee

Paul Rice Boyer 8422 1940 - 1980 Florida

Ellsworth Brown 751 c.1963 Tennessee

Richard Byrd 6738 - 1977 Alabama

Joseph R. Chapman 346 1898 - 1957 Georgia

Robert D. Clark 5262 1929 - 1970 Alabama

Sara F. Corrie 5002 1915 - 1988 West Virginia

Sam J. Couch 10350 - 1974 Georgia

Bill Cronin 26107 - 1988 Florida

John W. Curtis 3255 - 1977 Tennessee

W. Don Davison, Jr. 12239 1947 - 1995 Virginia

Dan O. Dougherty 12402 1914 - 1989 Georgia

Gary Daugherty 13291 - 1988 Tennessee

Bert H. Denton Jr. 1728 - 1975 Tennessee

Ronald R. Dilamarter 17653 1931 - 1987 Kentucky

Herb Dobson 4748 c. 1980 Tennessee

Thomas A. Engle 3599 - 1984 Florida

Irby Sheck Exley, Jr. 13146 1949 - 1994 Florida

Erick E. (Rick) Foote 9165 1942 - 1997 Georgia 

Hubert Fraker c. 1960 Tennessee

William Wayne Garrett 15192 - 1991 Alabama

Charlie Hansen c.1960 Tennessee

Alexia Stanley Hampton 39576 1962 - 1997 Tennessee 

Steve Edward Henning 20876 - 1993 Georgia

Lewis Holtzendorf 14831 1945 - 1975 Florida

Frank L. Hutchison 16660 1948 - 1993 Florida

James Hardy Johnston, Jr. 1718 1933 - 1992 Alabama

Henry T. Kirby-Smith 140 1907 - 1974 Tennessee

L. Mark Leach 8905 - 1975 Tennessee

Cord H. Link 3089 - 1978 Tennessee

Walter B. Jones 108 1895 - 1977 Alabama

Edward McCrady, Jr. 320 1906 - 1981 Tennessee

Bill McFaden 29043 1956 - 1988 Florida

Francis McKinney 4247 1940 - 1975 Tennessee

Larry McLennan 7197 c.1985 Alabama

Rusty Mills 8014 1947 - 1966 Georgia

Eddie Montgomery 17948 1947 - 1980 Tennessee

Fred J. Morrison, Jr. 8818 c.1972 Tennessee

Paul H. Moser 34422 - 1996 Alabama

Leonard J. Munson 2934 1915 - 1979 Tennessee

Rick O’Hara 28221 1963 - 1993 Alabama

Karen Prowett 39562 1956 - 1997 Georgia

James F. Quinlan, Jr. 3021 1936 - 1995 Tennessee

Frederick R. Redwine 3392 c.1956 Tennessee

Thomas T. Sawyer 4587 1934 - 1976 Alabama

Richard W. Schreiber 6782 1943 - 1990 TAG

Barbara M. Storey 7484 1940 - 1992 Georgia

James W. Storey 5309 1935 - 1992 Georgia

Will Suggs 24140 - 1992 Georgia 

Parker Turner 27953 - 1994 Florida

John M. Wallace, Jr. 6786 1924 - 1993 Georgia

Robbie Williams 37186 1967 - 1995 Kentucky

Paul Whistler c.1950 Tennessee

Non NSS Cavers

Don Ball 1933 - 1950 Tennessee

Don Black c.1960 Florida

Sam Crawford 1963 - 1984 Georgia

Mike Hanebaum 1964 - 1984 Georgia

Labaron Pahlmeyer c.1960 Tennessee

Byon Reese 1947 - 1975 Georgia

Ronnie Reese 1948 - 1972 Georgia

Tom Shriver - 1997 Tennessee

Gene Wiggins - 1973 Georgia

Billy Wooten 1951 - 1974 Georgia

May you dance across the
diamond sky with one hand

waving free — silhouetted by
the sea — Bob Dylan
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Bill Cuddington prepares to climb a rope the old-fashioned way, knots, at a rope climbing contest.
(Photo by John Hickman)



1998 August 3-7 ● Sewanee, Tennessee 1

Interviews with
TAG Cavers
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Seven Southeastern Cavers

A caving region is known for not just its best caves, but also its best cavers. The
Southeastern United States has been fortunate to raise and attract many of the
world’s finest cavers. In the 1989 NSS Convention Guidebook, a series of inter-
views were printed with some of TAG’s most notable cavers. This helped document
the evolution of caving in the Southeast. As a continuation of that series, we have
selected seven individuals who have played no less a part in the discovery and
exploration of TAG. However, there are many more cavers the editor’s wished they
could have included. 

We hope you find these interviews interesting and insightful.

We would like to acknowledge the assistance of several people who made these
interviews possible. Jim Wilbanks, Pat Kambesis, Susan Sanders, Dan Barnick,
and Geary Schindel preformed interviews and edited material. In addition, mater -
ial was transcribed by Jacqueline Telford, Susan Sanders, and Pat Kambesis. The
interviews were also reviewed by Gerald Moni, Hal Love, John Henard, Pat
Kambesis, Eric McMaster, Sue Schindel, Chris Walter, and Jim Kennedy. We are
especially grateful to Smokey Caldwell, Alan Cressler, Pat Kambesis, Gerald Moni,
Jerry Reeves, Bill Walter, and Jim Youmans for taking the time to talk with us and
answer questions. Thank you.
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Tell us about the first cave you went into.

The first cave I went in was when I was really young. A
cousin took me over to Cisco, Georgia. It was a fairly long,
flat cave. I don’t know if it qualifies under Georgia rules as
to length. I plan to go back to that one some day. Then there
was another that don’t qualify, a shelter cave, on Jacks River
near the Tennessee/Georgia line in Polk County. My grand-
dad used to take me, drop me off and come back three days
later. That was Red Mountain stuff not really what we do
today. The first actual “cave” that we do currently was
Ellisons.

I think you said that you stayed in Ellisons when you were
deer hunting. 

Oh yeah, from the historical entrance. Easy to get in and out.
In the winter time deer hunting was cold so I would go in and
stay warm there and take a break. I was fascinated with the
passages and where they went. I would go down to the auto-
graph junction and explore that. This was earlier than the real
exploration of Ellisons. It was in 1965-66 when I got out of
the Navy. In exploring Pigeon Mountain, the cave just hap-
pened to be there. Some of the local hunters in a Jeep club
actually opened the trail from logging roads that went up.
The cavers had to walk up from the Blue Hole. You were
there. 

So what was your first exposure to caving? I think you said
you used to avoid cavers. 

Yeah (chuckle). We thought they were government because
of their bumper tag, “National Speleological Society.” It was
real official looking and these people basically came on the
weekends. So we avoided them that way because we could
tell they were on a mission or project or something and were
not real friendly, not unfriendly, to the locals. We did our
caving during the week. We stayed out of the way.

So you started exploring in Ellisons before you started cav -
ing with NSS cavers?

Sure. My first experience in the new part of Ellisons, was
when they opened up the dug entrance. I knew where that
was from my cousin, Lee Henry, who was the rescue chief at
the time. He was acquainted with the cavers. I think there
was a concern for rescue. I knew what they did and how they
climbed rope. But I didn’t know anything about rappelling.
My first experience was actually climbing, although I didn’t
use Prusik knots. I’m a sailor so I used a series of half hitch-
es or something. I knew how to attach to a rope and go up
and down. The Magnus hitch or Prusik knot, I heard, was
quicker, especially when you go down rope. For a year or
two I never rappelled. Climbing down is a lot harder than
climbing up, believe me. I didn’t know who put whatever
those anchors were and I didn’t trust them (Ellisons). We
actually did it in the waterfall at the warm-up pit. I couldn’t

Smokey Caldwell NSS 15403
by Jim Wilbanks NSS 8967

August 25, 1997

Smokey Caldwell is a cofounder of PMI and is now retired. He spent six years in the Navy and retired from the Georgia
Forestry Service. He knows as much as any caver about Ellisons Cave and lives on a farm about a mile from the cave. I first
met him in 1970 and he has been my friend since.

Smokey Caldwell ascends from a TAG pit.



get any of my buddies to go any farther than the Warm-Up
pit because we knew of the discovery of Fantastic, and they
thought it was right below the whole time. I almost discov-
ered the Attic back then because we came real close to going
up the slope known as the Escalator. If they had just come
with me. (Chuckles)

What was your first rappelling experience?

Allen Deal’s wife was one of the Rock Eater’s girlfriends at
the time. Ginger and he introduced me to the rappel rack
over at the fire tower. I was a Forest Ranger, and they used
the fire towers to practice. Boy that made it easy.

What kind of rope had you been using up to now.

Oh, Goldline. 

Laid rope in other words.

And then someone, I think probably Allen, had a piece of
Blue Water.

This was Allen Deal.

Yes. He had this Blue Water and his rappel rack. He loaned
me this rack and I bought his rope. Eventually he let me have
the rack. But it cut bouncing pits in half and we would basi-
cally go in the evenings during the week to bounce the
Warm-Up pit. Occasionally I would try to get people to go
deeper into the cave but none of the locals would do that.
They had punch boards at local grocery stores and I won a
fruit cake one time and I got a case of Falstaff and 25 ham-
burgers. I thought this would convince them to go farther but
it didn’t. (Laughing) We really did what were considered
dangerous things but I really never think of it as really that.
We did things like we had seven people one evening. A cou-
ple of us knew how to climb so the idea was that we would
use rappelling techniques. We would leave one guy at the top
to make sure people got on, one guy at the bottom to make
sure they could control. The lightest person came up and as
more people got up we would pull, two people would climb
and the rest of the time, we pulled people up. 

This was the old Georgia haul.

Yeah, the lighter being first. You talk about Goldline and a
lot of spinning and bouncing. The last guy up was a 250
pound Georgia Forestry pilot named Curtis. You’ve got peo-
ple up top, and I got it rigged so that it’s not going to slip.

You could let loose of the rope at any time, but it was hard.
It was like we’ve got the rope and stuff and this guy he’s
pretty cool though and he’s spinning around. You got sick
more than anything on Goldline. But those were the hard
core caving days because we had to use more British meth-
ods of pure muscle. (Laughing) And not techniques. That
was the first real vertical stuff.

When did you fall in with established NSS cavers?

I had a little Jeep. You would see the NSS bumper tags on
different vehicles parked at both sides of the mountain at dif-
ferent places. So you would run into them but they were pret-
ty close-lipped. And like I said not unfriendly, but not friend-
ly. We knew what they were doing. I knew that they were
communicating with my cousin Lee about exploring the cave
and surveying and stuff. I didn’t understand why anybody
would want to survey a cave. You know, they ought to just
go in and play and have fun. I remember once, Doug
Johnson left his vehicle in the middle of the road, and we had
to kind of physically scoot it sideways because it was a lock-
able Toyota. That was when I met Steve Hudson. Maybe met
you at that time who knows. We were just locals. 

That would have been around 1970? 

Yes. ‘69-70. Steve was a salesman for Blue Water. Although
he didn’t want us in the cave, he did want to sell us rope.
(Laughing) He couldn’t pass up that sale. But I spoke to
them friendly. They never would let us know what was hap-
pening in the cave or invite us in. We were know as GDLs
(God damn locals) because we weren’t cavers. And I still
sign the register, if I ever sign one, that way — GDL.
Actually getting in with the cavers was through Don
Davidson and Cheryl Jones when they were climbing the
Siege wall as he called it. It was above Fantastic from the
Balcony up to the Attic. I gave them rides up the mountain
as I was going on hunting trips and stuff. I told them I go into
the cave all the time so they tested me out about what I knew
and how I was caving. I guess I fit in with them and they
invited me to go. Then I got really good training. I got in on
climbing the Siege Wall and the rest of it is kind of history.
Don was not a GDL, he was an outsider.

The Attic was first reached by a vertical climb from the
Balcony?

Uh-huh. 76 or 78 feet up from the Balcony. We had all this
virgin passage in the Attic. But Don didn’t like surveying
and his whole objective was just to climb the wall and find a
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new passage. Traditionally, the cavers fol-
lowed the water, it was easy to miss the Attic.
They knew something was up there, they just
did not have climbers back then like they do
today. Actually the reason for the climb of the
Siege wall was because of a dare by Bill
Torode. He said if you want a really big wall
there is one above Fantastic Pit. So we
climbed that the first time going different
directions having a ball finding new passages.
I never put a name on anything for myself but
Don did when I found Smokey Pit. It turned
out to be Smokey 1 and Smokey 2 and a
bunch of stuff. We found the route going back
down so we didn’t have to do Siege Wall
again, which goes back to if I could have got
enough hamburgers and beer, these guys
would have found it back then. I was around
the ledge and was doing the chimney going up
to the Attic and I couldn’t get them to follow
me. Because of the little climb there; the exposure. But I got
in with Don and this was 23 years ago. My first trip into
Fantastic was actually going into the Balcony up to the Attic.
It was kind of scary because I got on a 100’rope and swung
out over the pit to climb up. Whoo, but it was neat and then
the first trip down we found Interrupt Pit down in a little
ways, 40’ or so — then into a crevice that went into NOSS
No. 5. Don named it for the New Orleans Speleological
Society No. 5 or Ghostly Falls because its got a waterfall in
it. That was 23 years ago. The reason I know it is that recent-
ly I done it again, and it hadn’t been done in 23 years. I went
with Marion (Smith) and the guys. A week or two later I did
it with Maury and Teresa (Benamy). It is a beautiful drop
that is 488 ft between two waterfalls. It was as exciting to me
as my first long drop. There is a lower balcony three times
bigger than the upper balcony. Another additional waterfall
50’ or so, into the Tag Hall of Fantastic pit. So I was real
excited and it was probably one of my fastest climbs out of
a pit because I was scared. 

So you did these not very often done drops before you did the
main drop that everybody else does today?

Yep. Don knew what he was talking about but didn’t know
how to present it that well. He was unpopular especially with
local organized cavers. And Cheryl was a damn good instruc-
tor all the way around and a good climber. Asix foot tall girl
from Texas who knew how to climb a rope. She knew all the
safety rules. She came from VPI and knew vertical work. But
that was really good training in those days. They put me into

it gradually. Like the old days like you were supposed do. Not
like today when you just put somebody into a big pit right
a w a y. I had to work my way to their satisfaction. Then you had
to be signed for to be a caver or sponsored so they did that.

That was for the NSS? 

Uh-huh. 

What climbing system were you using then?

I originally started out with something of a modification of a
Texas with Prusik knots. Then I found a set of Gibbs outside
the dug entrance at the campsite. Nobody would claim them,
so I replaced the knots with the Gibbs and used a Texas, two
Gibbs system you might say. And then Don at the time was
co-inventing the Davidson system or Rope Walker system. I
had an upholstery business in my house so I had a sewing
machine. I actually put together the first Davidson system
for myself as Don was designing it. 

Is this the one you use today?

Actually I went from the Davidson system to modifications
on the shoulder strap. Don actually souped up Kirk
McGregor’s climbing system. I think everyone who gets
hold of it modifies it a little bit. Don made the Davidson sys-
tem but I didn’t like the shoulder part as well so I modified
that to my liking and Mike Fischesser came up with the butt
strap thing because he didn’t like a portion of the bottom sec-
tion so he put a butt strap in. 
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Smokey Caldwell maneuvers around a ledge to the Attic section of Fantastic Pit, Ellisons Cave,
Georgia.



For the people who might be reading this article, would you
describe the way this system works.

Okay, originally Charlie Gibbs came out with his system.
You strapped the knee cam to your knee. That’s where it got
its name knee cam. McGregor came out with a rubber band
system called the floating cam. There is not much variation
on the foot cam. Then when Don got a hold of it he kind of
improved it from the rubber band system to shock cord
(bungee) over his shoulder. I still use the diaper today
because it fits real well, with the upper section of the Gibbs
system I use. And with just one strap that goes over the
shoulder, you can carry a gas-mask pack on the other shoul-
der,

So it uses a third Gibbs instead of a chest roller?

Yes.

And by diaper you mean the original Swiss seat.

Yes. I still prefer that. I had my choice at PMI to pull any har-
ness off the shelf I wanted. I tried all of them but they don’t
work for me. Maybe it’s because I started out with the dia-
per.

So then did you start in to some of the lower exploration of
Ellisons?

The lower exploration started with a real joke. After we
found the Attic, I decided that surveying is a lot of work. I
didn’t like the politics of the local cavers versus Davidson.
They could have the Attic and go do the surveying. I decid-
ed to take a look at the cave that was known already. On my
first trip through the mountain we got several people togeth-
er. Bill Steele was to be our guide from the west side to the
east side and Don’s group coming from the east side from
Fantastic to the Incredible side. Their guide was Bill
Peaches. Anyway, Steele didn’t show up, so Alexia Cochran,
Preston Forsythe, and Joe Lieberz from California and
myself were going through from Incredible. Since our guide
didn’t show we decided to tell the people on this side if we
have trouble it will be at the Gypsum Room. We decided,
voted among ourselves, to go ahead and follow the stream on
the lower passages instead of doing the upper levels because
the stream was going to be obvious to follow. But we knew
that there was going to be a problem below the Gypsum
Room because it is a maze. So we told them where we would
be if we got lost or had problems. We got right to below the
Gypsum Room, but we couldn’t find our way through
Broken Dome. We missed one little connection. 

So at this point you are going through the mountain with a
group that had never been through the mountain, without a
guide.

Right. We got into the Gypsum Room and knew exactly
where we were but we couldn’t find our way out. I had been
to the stream junction from the other side. You know where
the stream junction is and you know that little fissure that
goes down to the stream junction? That is the only length we
had to do. At one point in Broken Dome you can look down
and see that damn passage but we didn’t have a rope and the
hole was too small to get through. Joe Lieberz struck his head
in that and said this can’t be it because we were used to big
borehole passage. We had totally explored Broken Dome
until we started getting a little reckless with fatigue and lack
of sleep. We went back to the Gypsum Room and bedded
down and hadn’t been there very long until we heard the
thump, thump, thump of somebody running in. Buddy Lane
said hell they got the whole world out there. NBC and A B C
and all these damn people out there. We were fine, we
w e r e n ’t even hungry, we got a little cold while sleeping there.
It was the first time I ever slept with a man and the last. It was
the right way, because I had to sleep with Joe since Preston
and Alexia were mates. We had plastic and we were fine. 

They called out this humongous rescue and my cousin,
Lee, was the rescue chief. We decided to transfer most of the
media news people to the historic entrance on the Incredible
side while we snuck out the dug entrance. That took place
pretty good. My Jeep was parked there and we came down
the mountain. Some more news media with TV cameras
were down there. We came out and this light comes on and
one of the locals that knew me said I was with the rescue
squad too. The news camera was on. I said “I sure am glad
they got out.” The cameras went off and we drove through.
(Laughing) I never liked news media around for rescues
especially if it was mine. That was my first trip through the
mountain and, I think Marion (Smith) put it pretty good in
the History and Survey of Ellisons. Carolyn, my wife at the
time, raised a little hell and everyone was putting in their two
cents worth. It was funny after it was over and embarrassing
but it could have been avoided like most of them today. Go
get some people and go check it out first. We are experienced
cavers and we aren’t going to die in the cave. We know how
to survive until someone finds us. 

What part of the lower part of Ellisons did you discover?

I became accepted by the local TAG cavers, Marion (Smith)
and (Richard) Schreiber. From enemies they became friends.
We decided to start pushing and try to find new passage in
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the Attic. Then it was time to start finding new passage by
pushing the Glubs. I think I was actually the one to name the
Glubs because it was a subterranean, and we were going
through just like debris. You would go glub, glub, glub, tak-
ing water in and blowing air out. Very little air space in a
couple of them. It is three different sections of water that you
have to go through and beyond that, we found borehole.

Did you have wet suits?

That is definitely a wet suit area. David Stidham was on one
of the trips that actually broke through. He was the only per-
son that I’ve known that went through without a damn wet-
suit. It made me cold watching him. I don’t know if we all
found passages. It was a group effort everywhere we turned
and its still there. Its such a hard core trip. On one of the trips
we surveyed it. We also found Mark’s Pit which made the
system number three for total depth in the US at 1,062’.
Although it’s only 30’, it is the deepest drop located in
Ellisons. And it really bumped Carlsbad. Less than a month
later we got bumped. It just kept getting bumped. We were
only number 3 for a short period of time. So the next big
thing was to tie into the Blue Hole. No one had ever really
confirmed that. It was obvious that it came out in the Blue
Hole so one day we put some red dye from the local carpet
mill into the water there and we had some TAG cavers on the
outside at the Blue Hole, camping. When we came out of the
cave, J. J. Williams was there but no red dye. Damn. The
next morning I came back and the Blue Hole was red. I knew
why. But I was a Forest Ranger and the Game Warden,
Massengill, is hanging around but he’s not saying anything.
I told him we just did it to confirm that the resurgence was
actually part of Ellisons. He sighed with relief and said I am
glad you know something about that. 

Down the road later, Wes Styles and some cave divers
actually did dive the Blue Hole and there is a big body of
water there. That is why the dye took so long coming
through because it is deep and wide and is slow moving. You
are really only looking at probably a 1,000’-1,500’. There is
a horseshoe there that actually contains Vern Cave and Bingo
Cave on top of this system. Those are the ones that work at
a lower entrance to Ellisons which may be a mistake, traffic
wise. But it is horrifying hard core caving. Bingo is a mind-
twisting cave. 

I heard you say that you feel like there is still a lot of passage
to be found in the lower part of Ellisons.

There is passage. We left passage. The reason was that we
were getting tired of caving. Fatigued. Marion (Smith) was

trying to complete the book and it was taking 24 hour trips
just to do. Surveying you can do 30 hour trips. It gets really
hard core so we left domes that could easily be climbed. On
the other hand too there’s the safety thing because down there
you don’t want to get hurt. It would be hard to get a sprained
ankle or anything out of that section of the cave. T h a t ’s why
we looked for a lower entrance so you could really explore it.
I t ’s almost like doing a separate cave. I don’t worry about
going into the formation area in the upper part because
M a r k ’s Pit and the Glubs block that. It is going to take a real
caver to do that and not just some local wanting to rip off for-
mations. But I was a local and I never took a formation.

You’re a local and proud of it. Right?

Yeah.

So during this period of time were you doing any exploration
outside of the immediate area?

Well after I got in with Schreiber and Marion, they were
showing me the other TAG caves. But exploring as far as
trading information on a bottomless pit or ridge walking and
finding new stuff was really exciting. It’s always been what
I like doing most. I was born ridge running. With finding the
new stuff you don’t believe locals. They say you have this
bottomless pit. I remember over on Hog Jowl we got a real
good tip. This coon hunter was born and raised in the moun-
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tains but he was not a caver. He found this bottomless pit.
Schreiber and I with a 600’go ridge walking. We find this lit-
tle 30’he is talking about. But in the process we found Eight
Bit Pit, Bird Dog and other caves. You always find caves on
Pigeon. That’s been my main thing, finding or opening up
caves. 

Did you do any exploration in areas other than Walker
County?

Yeah. I guess the farthest away would be in Spain. I went
with some Oxford Brits caving over there in northern Spain.
That was real deep hard core stuff , wet, Zoot suit, European
style wet suit caving. Different types of drops and so forth.
It was very cold, about 38 degrees fahrenheit. It was ice
water caving. I’ve been on a lot of out of Georgia caving but
pretty much TAG caving. 

You mentioned the caving in Spain. What other areas outside
of the US have you been to? I know you have been to Mexico.

In Mexico, I have only done the traditional stuff. What hap-
pened regretfully, is that I got so involved with the manufac-
turing of rope that it didn’t give me time to do all the caving
that I wanted to do. I couldn’t leave the work there. But I
can’t really bitch about that because it gave me an early
retirement. So now I can cave. But after a while you start
getting a little more broken up and sore and older but I still
do it and I still enjoy it. I love it actually.

I remember when I first heard about you. Richard Schreiber
classified you as a real find because you were a hard core
caver who also knew the area over here. And he talked about
your inventions. I know that one of the inventions that a lot
of people have seen is the rope washer. I was wondering if
you would talk about that and some of the other things you
have invented to go along with rope work. 

I don’t really consider myself an inventor. I’m more of an
jury rig engineer.

I remember the first one you made was out of galvanized
pipe.

Yes, I still have that one. You know as a caver yourself, the
hard part about caving is cleaning up the damned equipment
afterward. It can be terrible. I had the rope company so I
would just sell or give the used rope away and get another
one. Before the rope company, I was really concerned with
the condition of my rope. The way you do it is you keep it

clean, you protect it. But cleaning cave rope was a problem.
The first time I made a four leg support with a 55 gallon
drum and fly wheel off a vehicle starter so that I could flip
this drum end over end. It had a sealed top. I put the damn
rope in there and I flipped. It worked but it was kind of
messy. It would hold a 600’. It got to be a real fun thing. I
would put some detergent in and wash the rope that way.
Then rinse it. So I kept trying to find different ways. One
night at 3:00 in the morning I sat straight up in bed with the
idea. I started making this little 3/4” pipe coupler that you
had to put a side fitting on for a hose fitting so you’ve got the
water hose from the spigot. The little pipe that went inside
was a solid pipe with a lot of little No. 56 wire bit holes
drilled at an angle so that it would blast the rope. To this day
they still sell that. Some people have improved it by putting
brushes in it. They use PVC with a couple of fittings. It has
come a long way.We turned that over to SMC along with the
making of rappel racks, I used to make. 

What were some of the others?

The other problem was carrying a 600’rope. I had an idea for
a rope pack. They still sell that to this day. When you bought
a rope, it was on a real compact reel rolled up tightly. You
take this same rope and it would take all you could do to stuff
it into a duffel bag. What I did was oblong the reel like the
old fashioned way of fishing cord that came on cardboard. I
put a leg on that so that you can wind up the rope real tight-
ly on this reel, and it fit in a 6”x 12” x 24” backpack. The
backpack itself was cordura. Originally it was canvas and it
had this belt webbing that could be used a lot by cavers. The
funny thing was a lot of fire service people started buying
this. They don’t have to climb the rope but on confined space
rescue today in some cases they might use it. There were a
lot of little things in between. Mainly pertaining to more effi-
cient operation of the rope company. Then I went to the
designing of the rope which is still a trade secret.

Let’s talk about the rope company. Initially when you were
caving you say you were using Goldline and then went to
Blue Water. I am assuming that was the early Blue Water.

Well actually we went for the Blue Water I which was a
stiffer rope Newell made.

This was Richard Newell who owns Blue Water Limited
today?
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Yes. It was more of a Schreiber hard core thing about which
rope we used. But we wanted stiffer rope. 

What caused you to decide to make your own rope in the first
place?

This could be a touchy question. Blue Water quality dropped
and people were getting concerned about it. They rectified
that problem since but they had no competition at the time. 

This was about the time of plastic Justrite cap lamps.

Yeah. It was a concern. Originally it was Susan Newell who
had the idea of making rope. This was after her divorce from
Richard Newell and marriage to Richard Schreiber. He and I
talked about making rope. But of course it takes money to do
these things. At the Morgantown Convention, in the vertical
section, more people complained about the quality drop in
Blue Water. I was laying on the floor listening to the BS that
was going on in the meeting, and a light went off. We should
make rope. We could sell part of it to pay for the machinery
and nylon. That was really the turning point. Of course,
Steve (Hudson), a salesman, says I’ve always wanted to
make rope. Schreiber, myself and Hudson plus, against the
lawyers advice and the wives, we started the company. We
needed a “Ted Williams” of the company so we invited Bill
Cuddington in. We all put down $500 a piece, enough to pay
the lawyer fee and enough to get seriously concerned about
losing your money. It was hard times. I found out that just
because Susan was married to Richard Newell, she didn’t
know shit about making rope; and because Steve was a sales-
man, he didn’t know about making rope either. We ordered
the wrong machine. And I had to learn to make rope real
quick, to keep from losing money. It was really funny the
way we started out, with one machine in the basement of my
house. The machine cost $550 bucks, and the nylon cost that
much. Now how are you going to wind it up, and how are
you going to twist it? We didn’t even know. In the process,
what happened was that the way we started out also intro-
duced the way we came about the trade secret in making
ropes and making them better than Blue Water. That’s where
you got into sales and politics.

Without revealing any trade secrets, it was basically the
same construction wasn’t it? It had a parallel core and kern
mantle sheath. But it was the modifications that you made on
the original weave pattern.

Yes, but I didn’t know what I was doing for a year or why it
was better. I think Buddy Lane bought the first 600’and used

it on Whitesides. Whitesides was famous for throwing the
rope off the pad and eating the rope up. Of course, the PMI
rope got blown off the pad, but it didn’t get eat up. That was
the first indicator that we had a better rope. So it was rapid-
ly spread by word of mouth with cavers. All of a sudden we
were the number one rope. I was still a Forest Ranger doing
this on the side. And Richard was doing exploration in
Huatla. 

Steve was in Atlanta at this point.

Yes and the other reason that we were really successful was
that we had other jobs. This was a side thing. We just want-
ed to make our own caving rope. I was in rescue heavily and
was the rescue instructor for the state so it bled over into the
rescue market; i.e., fire departments, police departments —
the big money. And that was why with the caving rope we
held back prices because they were the ones who put us into
business. The rope is the same for the firemen as it is for the
caver except for the color and the price. 

I remember the basement shop that you had in LaFayette
that looked like a large Rube Goldberg with the yarn going
through the floor joists and from one end to the other and
you seemed to be the only one who knew what was going on.

I probably was, but it was luck. All through that basement we
had pallets so it didn’t get too flooded. It was a wonder I 
didn’t get electrocuted down there. The fire service had to
have a colored rope. Back then it was the big target orange
fluorescent orange. This particular nylon is not easily dyed.

How did the company start to grow? Where was your big
market?

The big market was in rescue and fire service. That was a
blessing to us. But I was rope making and fighting fire. The
first 5 years there was no salaries taken out of the company.
At that point, it was really too much time. I would go in the
morning before I went to work at the Forestry, load braiders,
go back at noon, and reload. In the evening, I would spend
three-four hours after work. During fire season of course, I
couldn’t do that. I can’t stand to have someone screaming at
you, “Where’s my rope? Where’s my rope?” Cavers, espe-
cially back then, were more basic. They took care of things
more and had rope go 10 years. We didn’t have the NFPA to
fool with. You didn’t have all these rules. 
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That is the National Fire Protection Association that devel -
oped standards.

Yeah, you didn’t have all that. The safety factor was differ-
ent. We cavers were trained. We knew what to do. If it had
been strictly cavers, we would have had no problem. But the
big money came in from rescue, fire, and police. That put a
strain on the company in general. The other problem was to
keep up with the accessories that go along with the rope.
Now we were the middle man and had to buy something and
resell it. Down the road, we got big enough to what PMI is
today through accessories. 

So when did you move into the building that you are still
headquartered in today?

About 12 years ago, I guess. The first 5 years we were still
in that basement. It was an old dilapidated cone recycling
place. Cones that yarn is wound on. Pretty run down and two
big for us at the time we moved in. A year later it was too
small for us. The hard thing and a blessing too was the way
we grew during recessions. The recession of ‘82 we doubled.
The next recession, we basically doubled again. Because
whenever a recession happens, it doesn’t happen to emer-
gency supply people. It happens to fire engines, the big stuff.
The government cuts back. But government agencies like to
spend X number of dollars each year or they won’t get it next
year. So you got these dollars and let’s spend it all on rope or
the accessories. There was a lot of luck but that’s not it real-
ly. When people say your lucky, yea the harder I work the
luckier I get. I was putting in 16-18 hours a day. So I haven’t
done early retirement I just done the later years of work in
advance. ( Chuckle). It was not fun. I got knocked out of
doing caving functions and trips. I made the rope for the
Thor expedition but I didn’t have time to take off to do it.
That’s the difference between what Schreiber and I did. He
would take off and do it. Regardless. That’s why he couldn’t
make rope because he had the Huatla expedition going on
regardless of what the rope done. So he stuck to the original
plan. Make rope for ourselves. 

So when was it that Steve moved to LaFayette.

That was a year or so after I made the decision to quit the
Forestry after I had 16 years in. I could have gone two more
years and gotten fired and gotten a partial retirement. I
couldn’t even go two more years. I was covered up with
work. Steve became bored with his job in Atlanta where he
did bunches for the company in the early years. He kept the
paperwork and that kind of stuff. I would UPS all of the mail

and let him do that part. It was growing in leaps and bounds
so he moved up here. When I retired, it was like close to fif-
teen employees. But then all the sudden, we were over-
whelmed. The EMS coming onto the scene and modern tech-
niques. You don’t need the “mountain” people who tradi-
tionally volunteered to pull people out of holes or burning
buildings. 

When did you bring Petzl on board?

Petzl was international. Mike Meredith was their big sales
person and we were at an international convention in
Bowling Green. Mike was an Englishman who worked for
Petzl. I liked Mike; he was a character and good caver. I have
some of his books he published on caving. He was diff e r e n t
from most Englishmen. He had a sense of humor. Last time I
heard of him, he was in Australia. He introduced me to the
part of Petzl that I liked better than anything else, the hard
hat. The earlier hard hat. He was looking for a distributor or
a dealer. I was not necessarily impressed with their other
products as much as the salesperson. I took him through
Ellisons at one point. He sold his company to us. We 
c o u l d n ’t become a Jumar distributor. We were a young com-
pany and that was what people measured. They already had
distributors in this country. Petzl didn’t. In Europe they were
big. I had never heard of them before the convention. T h e
rest is kind of history we got so big into distribution that we
became the US distributor for them. I was strictly not in sales
but in manufacturing. I did not like sales. Steve did like sales.
There was a complement. I did one thing he did another. I
think I would tell people, it was like a motor. Take a negative
and a positive. If we both thought the same way I don’t think
PMI would be the success it is. It made a working system.

Did you have any input into Petzl’s products? 

No, they were French. You could say this is what you want
and they would say no this is what you want. Like the hard
hat used to be, this is the hard hat these people ordered. No
this is what you want. If I go buy something somewhere, I’m
telling this person what I want. It’s a reverse psychology that
the French have. Without cutting them down too much, they
need to listen to the consumer. Another good reason for my
retirement, I didn’t get a long with the French.

Your association with fire and rescue, and the international
nature of the PMI connection, has thrust you into an inter -
national vertical technique role. Talk about some of the
places you have been teaching single rope technique.
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I am technically still a GEMA ( G e o rgia Emerg e n c y
Management Agency) rescue instructor. I started out with the
old civil defense. When I first started making rappel racks a
young kid came in and bought a rappel rack and the bars to
go on it. As he walked out the door, he said how do you use
it? The little bell goes off that there is a liability in your sell-
ing stuff. So I got into teaching our product. Another reason
why we sold so much at PMI was that we actually used the
product we were manufacturing. That was big with the fire
service. These guys would get on the stuff they were making.
I hate sales and selling but I love
demonstrating. 

I have to watch when I go to
different places to teach because
it’s a conflict of interest if I don’t
mention the other rope companies.
No matter what I did, they knew I
was PMI when I taught this. I
would mention the other rope man-
ufacturers and I would say stay
away from hardware (store) rope.
And I would tell them about Blue
Water, Wellington, Puritan, and the
other rope manufacturers. In teach-
ing, almost anywhere you go,
someone wants you to come back
to do this bridge, this tower, this
pit, mine or whatever. I would come back with permission
and do it. Hotel and high-rise rescue was big. In New York
at this time, two firemen were killed doing a rope rescue dur-
ing a fire. A ceramic tile ceiling cut the rope they were on.
The fire service did a nationwide study on rope rescue. Each
state had different laws that hindered, in most cases, the res-
cuer from performing properly. They looked for an outside
professional to come and show them the proper technique.
So we got along perfectly with firemen and beside being
rope manufacturers we were also interested in rescue and it
just worked. We did things like immediately go over after the
Puerto Rican tragedy hotel fire when it took five helicopters
over five hours to get 10 people off a building. We got 145
people out of the hotel in 25 minutes with rope techniques.
They were impressed. 

Leading from that were several world records. I taught a
group of firemen at Niagra Falls, the Canadian side, and they
said why don’t you do the CN Tower? The CN Tower start-
ed as an antenna because it is so flat up on those lakes. They
had to get high and broadcast. It was a challenge. It is a story
in itself. The total tower height was 1815’. The tallest free-
standing man-made erection in the world. We did it from the
1250’ level. The first year we went, we just rappelled it. A

year or so later we did a high line that was a 4200’. That was
a world record. But before that we, did several others. At that
time we were doing high lines in the 600’ lengths.

Was this where the high angle descent device that you invent -
ed came in? What technique were you using?

At the time yeah. That’s the reason for the high line brake
coming down. Then we lowered with a second rope and con-
trolled the descent from above with a rappel rack. But that

was time consuming pulling the
rope back up. It encouraged me to
make a device where you were
self-controlled and put on your
own brakes. In most cases though,
I tried to rig twice as far out as the
height. If you do this properly,
you can just free wheel it. You are
going to come in and when you
get near the bottom you can come
in and slow down safely.You have
to do a lot with tension and stuff
like that. We did a mile long out in
Vancouver on Mt. A r r o w s m i t h
and the Canadian PMI did Sheer
Face Island which was another
one that was even longer.

The high adventure sports industry has really taken off in the
last 10 years hasn’t it?

Yeah. And it seems like any time you are doing something,
they’re always people who say we need to see if we can find
a way of making a dollar off of it. It has invaded our caving
and is a delicate area. We don’t need that much traffic in
caves. There are enough cavers out there without inviting a
non-caver. The movement within caves in itself is demolish-
ing. Plus we don’t own all the caves. They are privately
owned. These people get tired of it. It can close the caves
down. 

Smokey, I know you have been involved in a lot of digging
especially in this immediate area. I know that when cavers
find a blow hole you are among the first that is called
because of the techniques that you have pioneered with Jim
Youmans. How do you go about finding a cave. What is the
biggest secret?

(Chuckle.) The biggest secret to finding a cave is a lot of
footwork involved in ridge walking. I don’t know that there
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is any secret to it at all. It’s getting out and doing it. Yes,
there is a knowledge of geology. Probably the number one
thing is your knowledge of the contact, or the geology and
knowing caves. I have no education in geology although I
have been around geologists such as Schreiber, Davidson,
and Stock. I learned a lot. That was the one thing in caving
that I didn’t look for that I appreciate the most. When you get
into caving you do it for the sport, or the excitement of it.
But when you get there, you find out that you are being edu-
cated instantly by this cave. From the environment to biolo-
gy, marine biology, geology, and hydraulics. It’s the best
education you can get from the earth. Knowing what is hap-
pening in those fields you can almost go out, if you have
been caving for a while and know there should be a cave
there. Elwin Hannah can walk across the ground and say
there is a cave here because he is a geologist and a caver.
Now you have to open it up and so it is a combination of
things. First my ability to brutally attack rocks and dislodge
them came from being raised in farming and digging. My
rigging knowledge and training in the Navy was important
too. But the bottom line when you have to resort to it — is
blasting. You become more knowledgeable than the normal
blaster in mud packing. Normally people in the blasting pro-
fession do a lot of drilling. That’s good, it makes it easy.
Today we have more affordable stuff and you can get in and
drill even inside of the cave. I think the cavers are more
versed in the mud packing type of blasting. Of course, there
is a fine line as to how legal you are in doing some of this. 

The legality part has changed a lot in the last few years. 

Yeah with the Oklahoma City bombing and stuff like that.
One sailor can screw the whole fleet up. You got to be very
careful and you can’t abuse it. Of course, we go into the car-
bide bombs, black powder cannons and so forth. And there’s
the pros and cons about should we blast the cave open or not.
That’s territorial. In Arizona it may be a definite no-no. If
you are in TAG country it’s pretty wide open still. Whatever
you do to get into the cave. The bottom line is that we have
had some good discoveries through the blasting techniques.
My real concentrated effort was years ago in Bingo.
Probably one of Ellisons lower entrances. It is very tight. I
have never run into a situation where I had to wipe out a
bunch of formations or bats or do any real damage to get into
a cave. I’ve been real fortunate in that. Also fortunate in find-
ing some good stuff. I’ve always found or helped other
cavers open up their find. The most recent is Lost Canyon.
That turned out to be a good cave. The number one thing in
my caving and my age now is finding and doing vertical
stuff, the good stuff. I still do Ellisons religiously. That is my

sport cave when I need exercise or something. I like finding
new caves. And I don’t care whose name is put down as long
as I get to participate in it. I won’t scoop booty. If it is some-
body else’s cave it’s their cave. That’s the other big problem
in modern caving today I think that politics has got in it and
there are a lot more cavers out there now.

You have been in caving for 30 years and in that time, what
kind of changes have you seen in the cavers and caving in
the way it is done today and the different philosophies?

About the same changes you see in every day life, as the gen-
erations change. When I started caving you had to be spon-
sored, you had to prove that you were worthy of being a
caver, and they were just not letting many people in. We had
a lot more opportunity for caving. The one thing back then I
really loved about caving was no matter whether you were a
lawyer, or thief, or doctor, when you become a caver or are
in the cave, the cave was a great equalizer. You all became
the same. You could go to a caving campground or conven-
tion or event and leave your wallet or your camera or what-
ever out. We had honor among thieves or whatever you want
to call it. It was there. Today you can’t do that. Much more
politics involved and I understand that comes with a grow-
ing society. To this day I don’t agree with advertising caves
or advertising people to join caving. And maybe I’m back-
wards and maybe it’s because I’m one of the older cavers. I
can’t say it was more enjoyable back then but I enjoyed cav-
ing with my caving group. The other thing that happens is
you get bigger numbers in caving, you are going to have
more accidents, and you are going to have less training. Used
to it took three cavers to train one. Now it takes one caver to
train 3 or more. I’ve seen with one instructor to twelve peo-
ple. They set rules for the cavers that really don’t have any-
thing to do with caving.

As you meet new cavers today, people just coming on the
scene. How do you see them as compared to the new cavers
back when you started?

More competitive. Cavers in the past have not been very
competitive. Even in rope climbing contests, it was original-
ly a demonstration of rope technique. It evolved and turned
out to be a climbing competition, a contest. It was not
designed to do that. It was more for the safety part of how to
climb. I did do that for a while. Now it’s like cavers are lean-
ing more towards the rock climbing group and it bleeds over
into vendors. Everything is leaning towards profit, money
making. Why do people want to make so much money at a
caving event? What’s it used for? Used to be when you went
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to the original Cave-In, we didn’t have this or that. You did-
n’t have to have public facilities. It was wilderness camping
just like we did when we went caving. But now we have
become more interested in the luxury things. 

Well you brought up the Cave-In. What role do you think the
other caving events specifically the ones that occur every
year, are playing in these changes?

The are bringing in a lot of non-cavers or partyers. As true
cavers, we party for release, sometimes. There are a lot of
people who come to caving events. Old Timers was a good
example of where they had to start the Robinson Association
to be a caver party again. I go to a caving event without ver-
tical or caving equipment because it is a party. Everyone
likes to party. To me it has brought in a lot of people who
care nothing about caving and they want to go socialize and
party. I really have a hang-up with the non-caver going to
caving events. Because now I can’t go and relax and be
myself like when I am around my caving friends. I can pass
out in the kitchen floor because I can trust them but when
you’ve got the massive amount, and the generation gap
there, I’m a lot older than some of the younger ones that are
coming in too, who think we are here just for partying. We
are not there just for partying. I am there to see my old cav-
ing friends. You get side-tracked from the true meaning that
we were there for caving and into the party thing. I can party
with the best of them. Not many people stick with caving as
long as you and I have. Most of them stay a couple of years
and move into a different thing. Dr. Franklin says the male
caver caves for upwards of two years and the female until
she gets her man. That’s true. (Chuckles.) 

That goes back to the college grottos and that’s what
really happens. I just don’t like the way that it has become.
That’s why some of the rules are thrown out. We have a dif-
ferent group of people down there, more competitive, and so
forth. What is different about it? I enjoyed it when it was
more laid back and the events were smaller. When you knew
everybody there. Obviously, if you go to a party, it is more
enjoyable to you if you know everyone there. You could trust
them. You can’t now. I remember the first couple of Cave-Ins
you didn’t have to worry about it. You left your tent, your
truck wide open, your wallet laying out. You didn’t have to
worry about it. I never had anything stolen out of a cave back
then. If I left a rope rigged, it would be there when I came
back. You can’t do that now. The other real concern is the
safety factor. But now the younger generation is bypassing
all the schooling like I mentioned before. Before, you had to
do the little pits before you do the big pits. Now they jump
straight to the big pits.

Do think that means we need regulation?

Nope. It means that the damn leader of the group should look
at people he takes. If they are not qualified, and I’ve heard
people complain, “Well they are ass-holes they won’t take
me.” How much training have you had, what’s the deepest
pit you have done? I’ve had people tell me over here in town,
locals, say “next time you do that pit, take me along I want
to see it.” I say; “No. I can’t do that.” That’s where if you are
on a trip, it is your responsibility. There’s not much you can
do if somebody actually follows you, tags along. But don’t
let them be part of your trip. You’re going to have hurt feel-
ings, but is that regulating? That’s going to make you an ass-
hole. I’m a rescue person and I’ve been guilty more than
anyone else. But I know how to get people up a pit. So I have
taken people, trained them to go, and get there and they did
it and no more caving. I take them on the worst cave trip they
can ever imagine. If they like it, they are worthy of training.
But basically I am treating them like luggage or a victim. I
can do that. 

What do you see is coming next? How do you think caving is
going to change in the future?

I almost hope it is a fad and that a lot of people get out,
because there are just too many and it is closing too many of
our caves. This property owner, cave owner, is constantly
cursed with people one right after another coming saying
thank you for letting us use your cave or may we use your
cave. These people are trying to live in privacy out on a hill.
I have a problem with people wanting to fish. I may be sitting
on the back porch with a girlfriend and here comes somebody
thanking me for fishing. There are times when you want to be
in solitude and private. I hope it levels off if not backslides in
the amount of people doing it. Otherwise, the future is going
to have more commercializing of cavers like diving. Well it’s
like Tumbling Rock. You got the private owner of the cave
and all of them going to charge to go caving. There are going
to be very few caves left that we don’t have to pay to get into.
That is what the cave conservancy group is trying to work on.
Acquire the cave. Really I don’t think we ought to start buy-
ing all these caves but do like the hunters do and have a cav-
ing club off season from the hunter. Of course, I understand
that more people is the problem. There are some of the
younger ones sometimes you just need to sit on sometime, to
teach them the old fashioned way we did.
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Alan, I'm going to ask you the question that everyone asks
when they get interviewed about caving: when did you start
caving and how did you get into caving. 

The first time I went into a cave was in 1962, in Cathedral
Caverns in Alabama. I was a little bitty kid but I actually
remember it. My parents have a picture of that trip and its
hanging on my wall over there.

So, you're the little blond kid whose mom is holding his hand
and walking toward the cave entrance?

That was my very first cave experience that I remember. I
went into a couple of other commercial caves when I was a
teenager, one of which was Carlsbad Caverns which com-
pletely fascinated me. I really got hooked on caving in 1980
because I was studying ferns at the time and I had found
every fern there was to find in non-carbonate areas so I
moved over to Alabama. I bought a few topos, one of which
was the Doran Cove topo which had Russell Cave on it. I just
happened to be over at Russell Cave in summer of 1981
when there was a SERA cave carnival going on. I started
quizzing some cavers over there about ferns that I was look-
ing for and they were quite receptive to my questions and
they introduced me to a woman named Marlyn Osterland
who I didn’t know at the time was Marion Smith's girlfriend.
Anyway, Marlyn and I hit it off real big and she provided me
with this information and I went and saw the ferns I was
looking for. I guess that was in June or July. At the time I had
gotten into teaching myself vertical work with my friends,
cliff rappelling and ascending, and we were up rappelling on
at a cliff at the Hiwassee River in Tennessee. We stopped at
a creek ford there was a truck stop and it had an NSS tag on
it and there was a man and a woman named John and
Marilyn Reed. We engaged in conversation and they invited
us to go pitting. Gave me a phone number. I called them up
the next week and we went the following weekend to
Neversink, the Diggings Pit, Stephens Gap, all in one day
and it nearly killed me. That was my official beginning.

Then in October of 1981, I went to a TAG Fall Cave-In
and while doing Moses Tomb, met Marion Smith. I had just
climbed the pit and he showed up in his red sweater vest and
he bounced the pit. He was on his way to Kudzu Pit. We
talked a little bit and he invited me to go on a push trip with
him to some cave on Sunday. I don't remember what the cave

name is but I was too tired to go with him on Sunday. That
simple bounce of Moses Tomb wore me out. And so I didn't
go and I got an invitation from the Reed's to go on a push trip
to a cave called, "Its Curtains for Us" which was found by
Elwin Hannah in November of that year. Marion was there
and I got to the bottom of the cave with Marion. I was push -
ing around in there and he was sending me off into crawl-
ways. I found that I bonded with the old man and I've caved
with him ever since. 

So you consider Marion to be one of your caving mentors?

Marion IS my mentor.

How has Marion influenced you caving-wise?

I guess anytime you have a mentor you tend to pick up their
particular style of caving, which for Marion has always been
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original exploration. He has always been on the cutting edge,
on the frontier of exploration in the Southeast. When you do
that for so many years, it just gets ingrained in you - and
that's the way I operate. 

I have a little different style than Marion, because
Marion doesn't like to go places he's been before. I don't real-
ly like to either. However, I will if I'm in search of some-
thing, like things that other people have missed - like virgin
passage.

You've been very successful in finding a lot of virgin cave in
TAG. And some of the places that you've found it have been
in known caves and so, what do you attribute your success?

Power of observation. If you are a careful observer, you'll
find things that people have missed. A lot of the pits and
caves have been found on the fly. People found them and did
them and if it looked like there was nothing on the bottom,
or if it was a time of year when there was no air flow, they
just went on passed them. 

Everybody typically ridgewalks in the winter, and that
probably is the best time because you have increased visibil-
ity, there are no leaves, sometimes you see vapor columns
that you can see. But I have become increasingly interested
in ridgewalking in the summer because conditions are not
optimum for finding things and you have to go slower. So,
when you go slower, you find things that others have missed.
You can go to an area that people have walked several times
and if you're there in the summer, you look at things so much
differently and much closer. You want to be careful that you
don't stir up yellow jackets or snakes so you look closer and
you find things.

You have gone out on weekends with an objective to go to a
specific place for a closer look...

I've found that if you want to find new cave, go to where
there are known caves. Go to the known caves and look at
them and a lot of times you'll find something that others have
missed. Or, you'll just find something they've overlooked on
the surface. I don't mind at all ridgewalking an area that has
known caves or that I know has been ridgewalked. For me its
a win-win situation. I get to do caves that I've never done and
many times I'll find something new either in the known cave
or stumble into something that other cavers have missed on
the surface. 

Alan, you've done a tremendous amount of caving in TAG
and you've made a lot of good discoveries. But TAG is not
the only place that you cave. Where else have you caved and

what are some of your other favorite areas?

When you do the kind of caving that I do in TAG, you hang
out with people who are on the forefront of exploration in
other places. I was fortunate enough to be in close associa-
tion with people like Marion, Jim Smith and Gerald Moni,
who've done tremendous amounts of work in Mexico. 

I may have been invited to Mexico before I actually
went but Jim Smith invited me to go to a Huautla expedition
in 1986. I had a job that I could take large amounts of time
off and I ended up spending three months down there. I
enjoyed it immensely. It was my first opportunity at true
deep caving. We were pushing the San Agustin System at the
time. From then I became hooked on Mexico. I suspect that
I've been on a couple dozen major expeditions, a couple for
a month each and many in northern Mexico for a couple of
weeks at a time. 

At the time, before my body began to fail, bad knees,
joints and whatnot, deep caving was my favorite kind of cav-
ing. Probably my most favorite trip was one in southern
Mexico where I was following Don Coons at lightening-
speed out of the bottom of Cheve. We went from the bottom
of the deepest camp to the surface in 10 hours. Don had a bit
of an advantage over me in that he had been there for sever-
al weeks and was acclimated to the altitude. I was only there
for a day and immediately went to the -1200+ meter deep
camp so I was fighting the altitude the whole time. 

I've never caved in Europe - never felt it necessary since
there was too much going on in Mexico -which is a tremen-
dous caving frontier.

What about other parts of the US?

I've been around - anywhere there are deep caves that are
accessible, I've been. One of my favorite caving areas on the
mainland US other than TAG is the Guadalupe Mountains in
Texas and New Mexico. I've been fortunate enough to meet
the right people and also and I just seem to have a skill to
find what I am looking for when I go out there. I've been in
most everything that you're allowed to do - and even in some
that you're not allowed to do . 

In the late eighties, when Lechuguilla Cave was going big,
you were involved in that. I understand that you were in the
discovery and exploration on a pretty significant section of
the system? 

My first trip into Lech was in October of 1987. This was the
third expedition since the initial breakthrough and we were
sent to Apricot Pit which had a lot of potential. We found an
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area called the Orange Bowl which is an old lake basin. The
old water level made a bright orange coating in the lake
basin. The wall above it was pure white - so it was a really
striking area. Anyway, our survey made that section of the
cave the deepest at the time at minus 1200 feet. 

You have a reputation as someone who finds, pushes and
explores a lot of caves. However, mapping is not your thing,
though you will map. Why is that?

I'm afraid that in the caving community as a whole, mapping
is seen as the only or main form of documentation. I don't
believe that at all - I think that documentation comes in many
forms. To date I've done 2250 different caves, which is less
than Marion O. Smith but more than most people. I have an
accurate and detailed account of every cave that I've ever
been in in the form of a physical description written in my
cave journal. Its an incredibly valuable reference that I refer
to on a daily basis. I get so many requests for excerpts from
my cave journal, I can't accommodate them all.

I do survey but I don't believe it’s the only form of doc-
umentation. I believe that photography is a good form of
documentation and its something that I've gotten into over
the past couple of years. And as time goes on, I get better
with it.

Your initial interest in caves came from the study of ferns,
you're very much into cave photography and in general, you
have multiple facets of interest in caving. What are some of
your other cave-related interests?

When I'm out in the woods looking for a cave (known or
unknown) and I find one, the first thing I do is a mental
inventory of the ferns at the entrance. This
has led to the discovery of some pretty
rare things, especially in TAG. The sec-
ond thing I do, especially in a vertical
cave, when I get to the bottom, I start
looking for archeological and paleonto-
logic deposits which would be human
remains or pleistocene megafauna teeth or
whatever.

If it’s a horizontal cave, I'll look for
pre-historic cave art or historic signatures
or dates. I've been accused of piddling
around cave entrances too long but there
is a lot to be found in cave entrances.
Caves are natural laboratories and if you

focus on just one thing, you miss a lot. There is a tremendous
amount of history preserved in caves. So as my caving career
has progressed, and I'm getting older, and I'm being replaced
by the younger generation, the next evolution for me is to
turn my power of observation towards archeological or
botanical discoveries.

A re there any archeological projects that you are involved in?

In the past year I've been working with the Anthropology
Department of Tennessee with a professor named Jon
Schimick. They have been using my cave photographic
skills to document to work that they are doing. I guess I can
be considered their photographic team member. Jon's work
primarily deals with prehistoric cave art in the Southeast and
its an incredibly rare and poorly understood resource. We're
trying to document as much as we can. 

Over the past 5-6 years you've made a lot of notable discov -
eries - what amongst those do you consider to be your
favorite?

Probably my favorite discovery is Whopper Well in Walking
Fern Cave in Alabama. Once again, it was a summer
Saturday. We had picked a section of ridge that had 3 caves
that were known to the Alabama Cave Survey that none of us
had done and we had planned to ridge walk, find the caves,
do them and continue the ridgewalk. We weren’t expecting
to find anything new. We got to Walking Fern Cave, which
was a known 81-foot surface drop. When we got there, I did-
n't like precarious looking rock. The survey listed one
entrance and we found two entrances, one a small crack. I
looked into the crack to find a way to avoid the bad looking
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rock and we went in there and I looked across the top of the
pit and could see more passage. This involved a short but
rather exposed traverse across the top of the pit. When I got
over there, I found another drop that ultimately ended up
being a 240 foot free-fall drop into a gigantic room we called
Hall of Whoppers. There was a 117-foot pit off of that and
then a 66-foot pit - which made a total depth of 460-plus foot
deep cave. That was one of my finest moments in TAG. 

Last year you were in on another major discovery in TAG.
Do you want to talk a little bit about that one?

Once again, we picked a section of ridge with known caves,
but there was also a lack of caves for that area. It was a hot
day and there were five of us. We all had water but not
enough. I was suffering from dehydration and needed to find
water. So we headed down the mountain to look for some
caves that we were hopeful would be spring caves. None of
them were. But we found an unknown entrance that blew
more air than anything that we'd seen. The cave, called
Guess What, has been mapped to 4 miles and it is still going
strong. That is the single biggest horizontal discovery that
I've been in on in TAG and its one of the more unique caves
in Alabama. Its turned into a rather large project that’s
involved 25-30 people - who knows when we'll get it fin-
ished.

To change areas, one that you've been currently interested in
is Hawaii. You've participated in two expeditions so far.
What's captured your interest there?

Some of my close caving associates don't consider lava tubes
to be real caves, however, I strongly disagree with that. A
cave is a dark, natural void and a lava tube has everything
that limestone caves have expect that they don't share the
same speleogenesis. 

When I first went there I found the caves to be very
pleasant. They had almost everything: large passages, verti-
cal drops, crawlways, mud, formations. The cave resource in
Hawaii is large. I think of the 800 or so caves known on the
Island of Hawaii, that is only a fraction of what's there.
Unfortunately, the political situation is a little difficult but
that can be overcome. 

One of the issues that cavers talk about these days is secre -
cy and withholding of some cave-related information. What
are you're thoughts on that?

I don't believe in it. I think its elitist. No individual or group
of individuals should feel like they need to exclude other
people from enjoying the resource. It is a huge resource in
this country. That is not to say that I think that cave locations
should be given out to anyone who asks. But I also think that
secrecy does protect caves but people tend to go grossly
overboard with that. Education does more to protect caves
than secrecy does. Anyone can go out and find a cave if they
want to badly enough. I strongly disagree with the removal
of cave information from Internet resources. The average
person who is using the Internet is doing so for a construc-
tive purpose and to gain information. Not because they have
a stash of spray paint that they're dying to use and they jump
on the internet to get locations. I would have thrown my sup-
port to any group that would have opposed removing this
information from the Internet. What would be next? Some
national waterfall society wanting to get all waterfall loca-
tions removed from the interest because they don't want peo-
ple to visit waterfalls? There will be instances of abuse in
everything you look at involving the out-of-doors. But for
the most part people do use the resource responsibly.

How do you see the next generation of cavers who are com -
ing up, how are they different from you. 

Caving is a huge sport or form of recreation in TAG. I like to
think of it as a sport. That’s how most people are doing it in
TAG these days. The percentage of people who are sport
caving heavily outweighs the percentage of people who are
out doing original exploration and looking for what’s left in
the unknown. It just seems like it’s ever so rarely for indi-
viduals who come along with the exploration mind-set. 

What is it about TAG that sets it apart from other caving
areas in the US that you've been.

The main thing that separates us in TAG from other areas is
our attitude. TAG cavers have a different attitude from any
other group of cavers that I've associated with. It may be this
free-will kind of thing. We have a great density of caves in
the three-state area of Tennessee, Alabama and Georgia.
Because of that, we tend not to be secretive. We have more
at our disposal in terms of areas. If one area is closed, we go
somewhere else in TAG. That sets us aside. I also think our
caves set us aside. I've caved in enough areas that I can say
that TAG has one of the greater diversity of cave types that
there is in this country. We don't have alpine but we have
everything else including wet, vertical, horizontal, multi-
mile, multi-drops, tight or as big as you want. 
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Last summer you did a cave trip that got a whole bunch of
TAG cavers underground for a weekend. Could you talk a lit -
tle bit about the McBrides trip that ended up being a rescue?

McBride's is generally considered a friendly pull-down trip.
It is wet, in the vicinity of 500-foot deep, and vertical, nine
drops. Most of us have done this cave dozens of times. I've
been through the cave at least a dozen times from drought to
semi-flood conditions. Its not a beginner-level cave but its
also not that difficult. 

We were at a large caving event. I wasn't the main insti-
gator of the trip, there were 8 or 9 people sitting around try-
ing to decide what to do. In general water conditions were
high for the area but that’s the kind of trip we were looking
for. We considered a number of different caves with high-
water potential. At least half of the group on the trip had been
there as many or more times as I had. The weather forecast
was calling for rain but we didn't see that as much of a con-
cern. When we got there, it was not raining, we had listened
to more forecast only moments before. There had been flash-
flood warning for points farther east of McBrides. In retro-
spective, its easy to say that it was a bad judgement call to
go there. But anyway, the problem was that we got caught in
a flood pulse. The ground didn't look unusually saturated.
But what we didn't know was that it had rained 6 or more
inches the week before. If there were no incidents on our
trip, it would have been considered just a sporting trip. As it
was, we had several incidents. The first was at an 8-foot drop
into a deep pool. Most people just jump into the pool with no
problem. This is what I've always done. However, the win-
dow of safety is somewhat narrow. So when Forest Platt did
the jump, she missed the deep spot by a bit and hit her ankle.
Though she was in some pain, we figured that she sprained
her ankle. She was given the option of either going up the
rope and waiting in a warm dry place for us to exit the cave
and return to re-rig the upper entrance or to continue out the
lower entrance. She chose to continue through the cave
though she did have to crawl. This slowed up the trip some
but she was determined. 

The flood pulse hit after we were down a couple of
drops. We were in a particularly nasty area where one
approaches a nine-foot drop via low-air space crawl. In the
flood pulse it was very low. We were able to rig the rope and
get it though the high water made it impossible to clip a
descender on the rope. Because it was such a short drop we
decided to hand-over-hand the pitch - and we spotted every-
one who came down the drop. Once Forest was safely down
that drop, Gary Chambers and I headed back up to spot the
others. At that time, we heard the bellowing of Gerald Moni,
who had slipped on his way down and landed in such a way

that it broke his femur. We knew things were pretty bad after
that. So we regrouped, with some of the group staying with
Gerald. I took Forest and Andy Porter out of the cave and I
called a rescue. Ultimately Gerald was rescued and everyone
came out safely.

I feel that all of us on the trip learned a lot. I'm not say-
ing that everyone should go out and experience such a trip.
But those nine people had a whole lot of experience at how
to deal with that type of situation. I think if you cave in areas
where water is ever a concern, if you cave for 10-15-20
years, at some point during that period, you will experience
a flood pulse in a cave. That was my third one and it was
probably the most severe because there were people who
were injured. But any one of us could have been injured.
From my previous experiences with flood pulses, I knew
how to react to it. If you don't know how to deal with those
types of situations, you could experience a worse outcome.

Where do you see you and your caving going?

Slowly winding down. Caving is part of my life and will
always be until the day I die or just can't do it anymore. I'm
not sure that 1000-meter deep caves are still in my future..
I've got too many joint problems and painful places.
Anyway, I don't feel like I have to do that. There are plenty
of people doing it. I'm not saying that I can't do it, I'm just
saying I'm not sure how much I will do. I'll probably get
more into archeology and photography and other closely
related things. But not hard-core exploration. My replace-
ments have already come. Just like Marion Smith, I was his
replacement for the most part. He's still out there, still plug-
ging away at it. He's been replaced, I've been replaced and
the people now will be replaced.
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When and how did you get into caving?

I started caving with The Little Egypt Student Grotto in
1974. At the time, I was married to a caver named Duke
Hopper. He was very much into exploring and mapping
caves and he wanted me to experience caving at least once
so that I would understand why he was so obsessed with it.
He took me on my first wild caving trip to Mystery Cave in
Missouri. I got instantly hooked and ultimately became even
more ridiculously obsessive about it than he was. 

Did you start out as a cave mapper?

No, though I had been exposed to cave mapping fairly early
on, I didn't get into it right away. I was more into doing as
many caves and as I could, looking for new caves and cave
passage.

So you started out as a tourist and a scooper. What turned
you into a mapper?

It was actually a scoop trip in 1975 that started to turn me. I
was on a push trip to Rimstone River Cave (MO) with anoth-
er caver, whose name I don't recall. We went in to check a
small blowing lead that looked to be headed in the direction
of another major cave system nearby. We were able to
squeeze into the passage and spent the next several hours
plundering virgin cave. We finally turned around where the
passage got low and grim - since there was rain in the fore-
cast, we at least had enough sense not to push a water crawl.
I was really excited about the lead and raved about our scoop
to anyone who would listen. Later, a caver who had worked
the system several years earlier quizzed me about the pas-
sage trend, distance travelled, the average passage dimen-
sions, waterflow and air. It was then that I realized that I had
no idea how far we went or in what direction, and the details
of the passage escaped me. That really sucked the thrill out
of the scoop trip, for me anyway.

So after that you became a hardcore mapper?

No, it took a few more bop trips, some more unsatisfying
scoops, and ultimately, involvement in a survey project
before I decided to become a mapper.

You are very much a project caver, how did you get involved
with that? 

In late 1975, I started caving with Rock River Grotto
(Illinois). Some grotto members had just visited Coldwater
Cave in Iowa and decided that continuing the exploration
and mapping would be a good grotto project. 

Is Coldwater where you learned how to survey?

Most definitely. I started out being lead tape and did that for
a few trips. One trip we were short on instrument readers, so
I learned how to do compass. Then one weekend our sketch-
ers didn't show up which was a big problem since all of our
trips were survey-as-you-go. Without a sketcher, we didn't
have a trip. So someone suggested that we all sketch the din-
ing room in the restaurant and then pick the sketcher from
who ever drew the best rendition of that room. It was funny,
a bunch of cavers eating breakfast and drawing on napkins
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or place mats. After breakfast, we compared sketches and I
got elected to be sketcher for the weekend and from then on. 

What was it like caving in Coldwater and did you guys make
any major discoveries?

Caving in Coldwater was like caving in cold water - 46
degrees F to be exact. The cave has an active stream in which
you are either wading, swimming or crawling - so full wet-
suit is a necessity. The natural entrance is a spring which
requires SCUBAto negotiate. The main entrance is a 94-foot
man-made shaft that is lined with a metal culvert and bolted
with an aluminum ladder. The culvert opens to a wooden
platform that sits about 2-1/2 miles upstream of the spring
entrance. 

When the Coldwater Project first began in 1976 there
were almost 7 miles known in the system. At that time, the
Project worked in conjunction with a group of Minnesota
cavers. The arrangement was that the Minnesota guys
worked downstream of the shaft (where most of the big
walking borehole was) and we would work upstream (which
was mostly stoopway, bellycrawl stuff). The passage
inequity really wasn't a big concern to us since our goals
were to get beyond the upstream sump and to find a way into
upper level passage from one of the many domes in the
upstream area.

Though no major discoveries were found at that time, a
lot of progress was made in terms of exploration and survey.
We remapped the known upstream segments of the cave and
pushed and surveyed all of the low and uninviting side pas-
sages off of the main trends- no small feat since it was all
done with backsites. We did a bunch of dome climbing - all
of it accessed through crawlways, but the upper level pieces
that were found always ended in breakdown. A number of
attempts were made on cracking the upstream sump which
was always touch-and-go and dependent on the weather. We
did find and push one potential bypass to the sump - a good
blowing lead. It was named the Obstruction Passage but it
was never surveyed or fully explored, even to this day.

Were you personally involved in the scoop of the Obstruction
Passage? I thought you said the Coldwater Project was
strictly survey-as-you-go.

Yes, I was involved in the scoop even though survey-as-you-
go was the rule and in retrospect I wish we had mapped it -
but sometimes stuff happens. The reason this crawlway was
named the Obstruction Passage is because of a 4 foot-long
by 3 foot-wide flowstone shelf that nearly blocks it. We
knew the passage continued because of the gale of air that

flickered our carbide lamps. We tried everything imaginable
to get rid of that obstruction but never even put a chip in it. 

Bruce Coulter and I, the smallest, skinniest cavers in the
project at that time, decided to give it one more go. We tried
beating on the shelf for a couple of hours with absolutely no
success. Finally I took off my helmet and crammed it into the
small opening above the shelf to see what the passage looked
like on the other side. Since I was able to scrape my hardhat
past the obstruction I thought it might be possible to get the
rest of me through, but to do that I'd have to do the unthink-
able - which was to take off my wetsuit top - not an appeal-
ing thought in a 46-degree watercrawl. But the air was
screaming through the opening that day and I guess the cold
draft totally numbed my common sense - so off came the
wetsuit and in I went. With some help from Bruce I popped
through to the other side and told him that the passage got a
little bigger.

Bruce, who was not going to be outdone by some
woman, pulled off his wetsuit and after a long exhale stuffed
himself over the obstruction and then got stuck. We worked
for a good 20 minutes - and between him exhaling and me
pulling on his arms he finally got through. Unfortunately we
left the survey gear in the main passage. So, we decided to
"pre-survey". The passage did get bigger for about 10 feet
and then slammed down to bellycrawl. But the air was so
good we just kept pushing. Unfortunately, the passage never
got any better or bigger. So after about three hours we decid-
ed to rout. There were no wide spots to turn around, so we
had to back up most of the way. Because there was no sur-
vey, we didn't know how much distance had been travelled
so we just guessed it to be 2000 feet. I tend to doubt that now
- maybe it was only 600 feet - but it was grim enough that it
felt like 2000 feet. 

And no one has been back?

It took about 6 months for speleo-amnesia to kick in and I
did one more trip back there with Philip Moss. The plan was
to go to the end of previous exploration and survey out. On
the day of the trip, the air was pretty dead at the obstruction.
But we went through anyway and started the marathon
crawl. We lasted about an hour because Philip got sick - a
number of times, which was pretty gross since I had to crawl
through it. Then I started feeling ill (probably after realizing
what I was crawling through) and both of our lamps weren't
burning properly - so we routed. I think the biggest reason
why no one has returned, aside from the grimness of the pas-
sage, is because the draft at the obstruction disappeared. We
speculate that the other end of the crawl got filled with sed-
iment after a flood - which could account for the loss of the
draft and the bad air.
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Why did you quit caving at Coldwater?

In 1979, I moved to Carbondale, Illinois to attend Southern
Illinois University for a geology degree. 

Did caving have anything to do with your interest in geology? 

It had everything to do with it. I already had a degree in biol-
ogy and though I enjoyed checking out the cave critters, it
was the cave itself and how and why it formed, that really
intrigued me. I had lived in Carbondale for a while in 1975
and really liked the area. Plus SIU had a good geology
department and there were lots of caves within an hour from
Carbondale - so it was a no-brainer choice to move back
there in 1979. 

What kind of caving did you get into there?

I caved mostly in Perry County, Missouri. Because of school
and work I really didn't have the time to organize or run any
kind of caving project. So instead I participated in other peo-
ple's projects. I did some surveying with Philip Moss who
favored passages obstructed by dead animals or long, wet,
tortuous crawlways and I did a lot of cave hunting with Tex
Yocum & company in the 76 area of east Perry County. Tex
considered me to be his "exploration tool" and stuffed me
into any small hole or passage that he couldn't fit. And since
he didn't like to carry vertigear or rope, it was a lot easier for
him to just dangle me by the ankles over any little pits, so he
wouldn't have to do vertical. And everything that we did he
swore us to secrecy. I wouldn't have minded that too much if
he was trying to protect cave locations for conservation pur-
poses. But his reasons were mostly competitive - he didn't
want other cavers who worked the area to know what he was
up to. His obsession with secrecy almost did us in a couple
of times.

How so?

Well, Tex was afraid that everyone was out to scoop him -
and maybe they were to some degree. I mean, when you play
with that mind set, it does get to be a reality. As an example,
one weekend Tex, Mark Oliver, Loyd Spicer and I went to a
little cave that had just been discovered in the 76 area. We
spent a couple of hours poking around in the cave and I
pushed a water crawl which lead to a pit that took all of the
water in the cave. Since we didn't have rope or vertigear we
had to come back the next weekend. Tex made us all promise
to not tell anyone about the pit lead.

At the local restaurant the next weekend, Tex was still in
ultra-secrecy mode. We ate breakfast with Al Quamen,
another caver working the county, and Tex was very evasive
about what we were planning to do that day and he wouldn't
invite Al along. When Tex signed us out in the log book, he
wrote a bogus note on our trip plans. Quamen became suspi-
cious when he noticed that we drove off in the opposite
direction of where Tex said we were going. Al had a good
idea where we might really be headed and decided to covert-
ly follow - which turned out to be very lucky for us later.

Once we got to the parking area, Tex made us hide our
vehicles - so no one would know we were there. Then we
took a circuitous route to the cave and once in, Tex covered
the entrance with visqueen and leaves so that no one else
would find it. At the lead, Tex rigged a rope, and a cable lad-
der because he didn't want to use his ascending gear. Since I
found the pit I got to rappel it first. It was a nice 30-foot wall
drop and water poured over a flowstone cascade which was
kind of slick because of organic debris. In my excitement, I
forgot to take down my vertipack which had my ascending
gear. I tried to get someone to bring it down but they 
couldn't hear me because of the waterfall. At the time I 
didn't think it was any big deal - someone would certainly
lend me ascenders. After everyone was down, we spent the
next couple of hours exploring virgin streamway which
eventually ended in a sump. I swam to the end to make sure
we didn't miss anything and then we headed out. 

At the pit, I discovered that no one else brought any
ascenders because they all planned to use the cable ladder.
But, to our collective horror, we discovered that the ladder
was rigged such that it lay flat against the wall and it was
impossible to climb once it was loaded. Hand and footholds
were tenuous because of the slippery flowstone. Loyd tried
to free climb the wall but couldn't get beyond the flowstone.
By now we were really cold, tired and getting desperate
since we had no way of getting out of the pit. Plus, we real-
ized, it could be days before anyone finally figured out
where we were - Loyd said that we'd probably be totally
hypothermiated by then. Then we heard something at the top
of the pit. Loyd climbed up about 15 feet and was able to
make voice communication with someone. He climbed back
down and told us that it was Quamen. The plan was to
securely tie into the rope and be bodily hauled up. Loyd
would go first since he was our best climber and a lot lighter
than Mark and Tex. Once we were all safely up, Tex bitched
at Quamen for sneaking around behind our backs. Quamen
told us how he had been following us all day and that we
were damn lucky that he did. I suggested that this would
make a great trip report on how not to go caving. Tex was
adamant and said that there was no way this trip was getting
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written up since the cave hadn't been mapped yet. And even
after it was mapped, he warned that trip reports could be
published over his, Mark's and Loyd's dead bodies.
.
So isn't Tex going to be upset when he sees this in print? 

Oh, he may do a couple of rolls in his grave; Tex died from
heart problems, Mark passed on after battling some obscure
disease, and Loyd committed suicide. So I guess its okay to
do that trip report. 

When did you leave Carbondale?

After I graduated in 1982, I moved to Denver - which is
where the jobs were if one was looking to be employed in the
oil and gas industry, which I was. I did land a job for a small
independent oil company as an exploration geologist and
worked there for the next 5 years. 

How was caving in the west different than in the east? Or
was it really any different.

There are some differences. A lot of the caves in the west are
on federal lands and many caves require that you get permits
in advance before you can go on a trip. I guess in one sense
this is not all that different from eastern caving since in both
cases you have to deal with some sort of land owner or man-
ager. There are many more caves in the east than in the west,
so the western caves are under more visitation pressure. And
a lot of the caves themselves are different. In the east, many
caves have active streams that flush the systems out from
year to year. In the west, human impact is much more obvi-
ous and the "residue" of it is apparent for so much longer.

The attitudes of western cavers differ from those in the
east and this difference is a function of the numbers of caves,
cave access and availability for visitation and visible effect
of human impact. In the west, gated caves are much more
common than in the east. Western cavers tend to be more
secretive about locational information. You don't see the
equivalent of the Tennessee, Alabama or Georgia cave sur-
veys - in terms of information that is available through those
groups.

What kind of caving did you do out west?

I got involved with the Colorado caving scene, became a fre-
quent Guads caver, started doing expedition caving in
Mexico, began participating in CRF trips at Carlsbad and did
some cave hunting and mapping in Utah, Wyoming and
South Dakota. Also I got in on exploring and mapping
Lechuguilla Cave. 

What have you done in Mexico?

Mostly project caving. The first expeditions that I went on
were with the PEP (Proyecto Exploration Purification). I
really enjoyed those trips because they were laid-back but
very productive and we got to see a bunch of great cave. I
learned a lot from Peter Sprouse in terms of leading a pro-
ject, having survey standards and producing results. I've
been a co-organizer on some expeditions, one to Tequila
with Sprouse and a couple to the Soconusco area in Chiapas
with Ruben Comstock. Been on a few Cheve Project expe-
ditions which were not quite so laid-back, but the caves were
challenging - especially Cueva Cheve which to me was ini-
tially quite intimidating.

In what way?

I guess in terms of my technical and deep caving experience
at that time. I had just learned how to deal with rebelays and
redirections so I wasn't totally confident with that skill yet.
And, because of my size, I had trouble reaching many of the
rebelays. Also, deep cave camping is hard work - dealing
with a camp duff and group gear and all. The remoteness and
distance and depth of the cave also played into it. Plus, the
cave is relentless in terms of obstacles and totally unforgiv-
ing to mistakes. So you always have to be on guard mental-
ly. The combination of these factors made caving in Cueva
Cheve, at least for me, psychologically demanding. 

But you went deep anyway?

Oh yeah, I made it all the way to Camp III at -1200 meters,
even in spite of getting a tinge of the rapture on the way
down. I spent 10 days underground and helped work on min-
ing a route through the terminal breakdown, and mapping
leads, of course.

What's the rapture?

It’s a psychological impasse that some cavers can get it in
situations where the remoteness, distance, and depth of the
cave start to be overwhelming. Its a really freaky sensation
of impending doom that has physical affects. Your eyes get
wide-open, the heart races and you start to hyperventilate.
You either got to get over it or leave the cave. I experienced
what I thought was the rapture, for about 15 minutes. Well,
it was either that or the most intense case of PMS that I ever
had. Once I realized what might be causing the feeling (rap-
ture or PMS), I got over it and never had any problems for
the rest of the trip. 
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So you've never been on a purely tourist caving trip to
Mexico? 

Well, the closest I've ever come to that kind of a trip was in
'94 when I played sherpa for Bill Stone on his Huautla dive
expedition. I've always wanted to see the Huautla area, do
the San Augustin entrance to Sistema Huautla and visit
Anthodite Hall. - I got to do all of that in exchange for help-
ing to rig phone lines, ferrying gear and setting up cave camp
for the dive team. Admittedly though, I was starting to jones
after 10 days of caving with no survey.

You were lucky enough to go to China a few years ago. How
was that? 

Ah, the survey gods were smiling on me. I got to go to China
twice, both on trips that were fully funded. I was invited on
the 1991 trip because they wanted a survey dominatrix and a
cartographer. Since I did all the maps for the first trip, I nat-
urally got to go on the next one in 1993.

Hasn't this become some sort of exchange project? 

Yes. When we visit China, they pay for all of our expenses
once we enter the country including food, travel, housing -
everything. Plus they take care of all of the political logistics
which are pretty major. In return, for every two Americans

on a previous China trip, we bring one chinese caver and
totally pay for all of their trip. In summer of 1997, we
brought 4 chinese cavers to the U.S. during the Missouri
convention. In Spring 1998, we will send 6-8 American
cavers to China. Its a good deal for both sides.

What can you say about the caves in China?

They are huge and they are everywhere. I mean, 70% of
China is limestone. Guizhou Province, where we have been
going for the past 8 years, has an incredible karst landscape.
On the way to any of the caving areas, you see so many
caves just off the side of the road, but you can't stop to check
them out since you'd never get to your destination - which
usually has even more caves. 

Lets talk about U.S. caving. What was it like being involved
with pushing Lechuguilla Cave?

It was a caving dream-come-true and a nightmare at the
same time. I got to make some really outstanding discover-
ies but I also became involved with some of the biggest, bad-
dest cave politics ever.

Do you want to elaborate on the cave politics?

No.

So you're totally turned off by cave politics?

Not totally. Politics is just another name for
dealing with people. Anytime you get a
group of people working together on some-
thing, politics always comes into play - so
you really can't get totally away from it. I
don't go looking to get embroiled in the
negative aspects of cave politics - unless I
think its going to affect how and where I go
caving - that I can't ignore. But lets talk
about caving.

Okay, back to caving. You were on the dis -
covery trip to the Chandelier Ballroom.
That had to be one of the best discoveries
you were in on.
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The Chandelier Ballroom was discovered by Wa r r e n
Anderson, Terry Bolger, Kris Green and myself. It was cer-
tainly a significant find but I have to say that the best dis-
covery trip I got to do was the Far East breakthrough.

Lyle Moss, a Colorado caver, had just completed the
Aragonitemare climb and broke into going passage. Hot on
his tail were three other survey teams. There were a number
of TAG people on those teams including Bob Coney, Kathy
Minter, John Stembel, Shirley Sotona and Steve Davis. After
a 70+ hour mapping frenzy the teams returned with thou-
sands of feet of survey and were calling the area complete -
with the exception of a few mop up leads.

Miles Hecker and I were perusing the notes for possible
leads and came upon Lyle's last comment in the survey book
which read "wind blows survey tape around". Since no one
had gone back there Miles, Kris Green, Bob Montgomery
and I decided we would. Dan Clardy, who had barely
returned from Lyle's 52-hour Aragonitemare trip, wanted to
go back in with us. We figured he'd be a good addition since
he knew the route. 

While we were getting ready for the trip, Stembel and
Coney showed us a 3-foot piece of rope tied in a hangman's
noose. The bottom end was frayed, fuzzy and cut at the core.
They suggested that we bring in more rope and re-rig the 200
foot Aragonitemare dome since the aragonite bushes were
eating the rope. Stan Allison, who really wanted to be on our
trip, volunteered to carry 300 feet of rope. With the addition
of Carol Vesely, we had two strong teams.

We re-rigged the dome and tied Lyle's hanging survey to
our new dome survey. Carol, Dan, and Stan started cleaning
up leads that Dan knew about while Kris, Miles, Bob and I
headed for Lyle's end of survey. I handed off the sketching to
Bob and played lead scoop for a while. The last crawlway
that I poked was rimmed with directional aragonite and car-
ried a stiff breeze. I took over the sketch there and within 5
minutes we'd broken into big going borehole. 

How did you get everyone to do the "map-as-you-go" in such
a great going passage?

I didn't. We dropped the survey and spent the next couple of
hours in a scooping frenzy - with the understanding, of
course, that we had to map everything we plundered before
leaving. By the time we were ready to map, Carol, Dan &
Stan caught up with us. Between the two teams we surveyed
over 6100 feet of passage and at the 37-hour mark we decid-
ed to rout.

Do I understand that you did not camp?

Camping was not allowed at that time. So to get around it we
just took long naps and brought a lot of candy bars.
Admittedly one felt like hell on the way out of the cave, but
at least you didn't have to struggle with a heavy camp duff. 

Is it true that a lot of TAG cavers were in on the Lechuguilla
Cave Project?

Most definitely. Rick Bridges, who was one of the main
players in the project claimed TAG as his home caving area.
And he conducted the exploration and survey of Lech with a
real TAG mindset.

What do you mean by TAG mindset?

I mean always pushing for depth and always looking to
break a record- to the point of obsession sometimes. When
Rick reported new survey stats after every expedition, he
always emphasized the depth first. At expeditions, his main
goal was to make Lech surpass whatever other depth record
was closest. And he always assigned TAG cavers to trips that
had the potential of making the cave deeper.

Did other cavers have a problem with that? 

Not really, the cave was booming in so many different direc-
tions that it really didn't matter where you went - there was
booty everywhere.

Do you know of any particular trip were TAG cavers actual -
ly made the cave deeper?

For sure. In August 1987, Rick Bridges himself along with
Leslie Clairfield and Donald G. Davis found a deep point in
Deep Secrets that made Lech surpass Carlsbad Cavern in
depth. But that got blown away at the next expedition in
October by bunch of TAG folks and others. Rick sent two
teams to Apricot Pit, which at the time was the hot vertical
lead of the moment. The trip was in TAG style with a rigging
team followed by a survey team. Bridges, Buddy Lane and
Mark Minton worked on the rigging - actually Rick and
Mark carried rope and just watched Buddy rig. And I got to
survey with Marion O. Smith and Gerald Moni. This was the
first time I had ever met Gerald and Marion and they were
hysterical together. Marion bitched and moaned about being
too hot, Gerald harassed Marion for being old and they both
harangued Buddy for taking too long to rig. 

When Buddy told us that he didn't have enough rope to
rig the last pitch, Marion had a minor cussing fit and Gerald
suggested that we steal the rope off another drop so that they

1998 August 3-7 ● Sewanee, Tennessee 23

Pat Kambesis ● Sanders



could bottom Apricot Pit. I knew of a 200-footer in the Great
White Way that could be de-rigged. Mark and I left to fetch
the rope, Bridges exited the cave and Marion, Gerald and
Buddy waited. We returned within the hour, got the last pitch
rigged and set a new Lech depth record. This lasted for all of
36 hours until Alan Cressler, Gerald and Marion pushed the
cave past the Rusticles through the Orange Bowl and into
TAG Hall to a new deep point. Six months later Kris Green
and I along with Carol Vesely, Bill Farr and Terry Bolger
made Lech the deepest cave in the U.S. 

What can you tell us about the High Priestess of
Cartography?

(big laugh) I got that name during a Lech expedition. I was
very much involved with trying to set up and maintain a sur-
vey standard since I was working on some of the quad maps.
I was probably being insufferable about reviewing and cri-
tiquing everyone's survey notes. So, at one of the pre-expe-
dition meetings, Peter and Dave Jones presented me with a
stamp and ink pad. The stamp read "Reviewed by High
Priestess of Cartography". It had 3 check boxes that said:
"Approved", "Needs work", "Next time turn on your light".
I've had fun with the stamp and the name ever since.

I know that exploration at Lechuguilla Cave has wound
down a lot - do you still do Lech expeditions?

I try to get out there about once a year either on an expedi-
tion that I co-lead with someone else or sometimes go on
other independent expeditions. 

I understand that you do some caving in Kentucky?

How can I resist? Its only a six hour drive to the central
Kentucky karst which has an absurd amount of cave includ-
ing the world's longest.

Are you working on anything in particular?

Always. I do most of my Kentucky caving with CRF though
I do work with other projects out there when I have time.
Currently I'm working on a resurvey of the Proctor section of
Mammoth Cave.

Did you pick that project or did CRF assign it to you?

Well, I was asked to participate in CRF's cartography pro-
gram and they left it up to me to pick what section of the
cave I wanted to work. So, I studied the map/topo overlay to

find a piece of the cave that had a lot of blank space associ-
ated with it and Proctor Cave jumped out at me. 

What's the cave like?

The heart of Proctor is a series of nice long segments of dry
borehole which have a lot of gypsum. You can tell when the
cave comes out from under the caprock because the passage
gets drippy and the gypsum disappears. There is a pit series
in the middle of one of the boreholes that drops into the
Logsdon/Hawkins River - this is where Proctor connects to
Mammoth Cave. There is one nuisance area in the cave and
its called the Proctor Crawl. Its a 1000 foot long flat out bel-
lycrawl and there is no way to avoid it. 

Sounds grim, are you sure its 1000 feet long?

Absolutely since we did resurvey it. But as crawlways goes
its a really nice one. Its dry with a soft sandy floor for its
entire length. You never have to get up on your knees and
when you get tired you can just stop and take a nap. There is
also a good cool breeze that keeps you from overheating.

Yeah, right. I know that you've had a busy caving schedule
over the past couple of months - where have you been lately?

Starting last December I spent 6 weeks on the big island of
Hawaii. There was a big TAG contingent out there for three
weeks and we had a great time - at least the people who 
didn't get sick did. Right now, we're in Puerto Rico working
on pieces of the Encantado System. When I get back to the
States in March, I have a week-long Lech expedition and
another week of working in Carlsbad Cavern. Keep in mind
that this is not my "normal” schedule. This is the most ridicu-
lous amount of caving that I've ever done in such a short
period of time. I'm going to have to stay put for at least two
months just to get caught up! 

So, you're involved with a number of major mapping pro -
jects, some in really exotic or remote areas. How do you find
the time to work in Tag caves? 

Expeditions and field work for some of the bigger projects
only happen a few times a year. I can get to TAG caves on
any weekend. And even though most TAG caves are not
world-class, record breakers, I really love TAG caves and
caving, especially pits and the wet, multi-drop ones. They
tend to be short and usually don't have tons of formations but
they're fun, just challenging enough to make for an interest-
ing weekend and they don't take that long to survey. And the
multi-drop caves make for some really neat cave maps.
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Is it true that you won't go into a TAG cave without a survey
tape?

Contrary to popular opinion, I have been known to enter
TAG caves without a survey tape - though it does cause me
some trauma especially when I don't have survey notes to
fondle at the end of the day. But seriously, most of the trips
I do are for survey but that's because I take on so many pro-
jects. If I don't work on those projects regularly, then they
won't get done. But then, once I finish one cave, I'm easily
seduced into mapping another - so its just an endless circle I
guess.

So I take it that you prefer mapping to exploration and/or
finding new caves?

No, I like to look for caves, do the original exploration, and
map them - though my preference is to explore and survey as
I go. However, in some TAG circles, finding caves and
exploration is emphasized over mapping. 

Does that bother you?

No. As long as there is tangible, useful and available infor-
mation that gets reported and archived from ridgewalking
and exploration efforts. Most of the cavers who are finding
stuff report locations and descriptions to the local cave sur-
veys. A number of cavers keep detailed journals of explo-
ration trips and cave descriptions which they make available
as reference material. And a lot of people publish reports on
what they find. In the long run, all of that information
ABOUT a cave is far more important than WHO actually
found, explored, bottomed and mapped the cave. 

But don't you get tired of cleaning up, survey-wise, after
cavers who just scoop?

Well, it would be nice to be mapping virgin cave all of the
time but its really not worth getting bent just because some
cavers don't survey. Anyway, who says that everyone has to
spend all their cave-time mapping? Some cavers really get
into putting almost all of their time and effort into finding
new caves. Others may not have the persistence and perse-
verance that it takes to find new entrances but are really good
at pushing a cave to its limits or at finding overlooked pas-
sages in already known caves. And then there are cavers who
are really into either photography, speleohistory, science or
cave survey. Everyone has their talent or expertise. If you
can get all of those folks to work together you'll find, explore
and completely document more caves than if everyone just
did their own thing exclusively.

Well it sounds ideal but what are the chances of that hap -
pening in TAG?

It does happen in TAG. For example, one of the newest TAG
discoveries last year was Guess What Cave. Some cavers
accidentally found the entrance while they were looking for
water. They went in and pushed the cave enough to know
they had a significant discovery. A few weeks later, they
returned with more cavers to continue the exploration, to
start mapping and to get photos. The next few trips they did
some dye tracing, a little more ridgewalking, surface survey,
more photography and mapping and some video. The last
trip of the season saw the video, photo, exploration and map-
ping teams working together to further extend the cave and
document it all at the same time. So, within just a couple of
months, over 4 miles of cave got mapped and photo docu-
mented. Because of the "pre-survey" we have a good idea of
what still needs to be done and what it will take to do it. So
basically, we got a lot finished in a short period of time. Of
course, this is not the way all TAG caving is done but it is
one of several ways to be productive.

Are you a total vertical fanatic or do you map horizontal
caves in TAG?

I've got some horizontal survey projects. I just finished the
map of Tumbling Rock Cave which is a six-mile cave sys-
tem. I've also been helping to survey Blue Spring Cave
which is Tennessee's longest at 32 miles. 

How did you get involved in Tumbling Rock?

It was another Marion O. Smith suck-in. I resurveyed a seg-
ment of the cave for a book he was doing on saltpeter caves
in Alabama. He suggested that the cave needed to be resur-
veyed and then he volunteered to help. I figured if TAG's
biggest yo-yo was volunteering to map a horizontal cave, I
had to take him up on it. 

What about Blue Spring?

The first time I went to Blue Spring was with Jim Smith
when he was mapping a bunch of remote stuff in the far
reaches of the cave. I really love those big sprawly
Monteagle boreholes and Blue Spring has a lot of them.
Anyway, I met Bill Walter on one of those trips with Smith
and started doing trips with him. Bill is an incredible caver
and one of the main explorers and mappers of the system. He
also knows where all of the leads are. He got me interested
in working the northeast section of the cave and that is where
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I've done most of my caving in Blue Spring.

Do you know how much cave passage you've mapped in your
entire caving career?

I'm not anal enough about personal record keeping to know
that answer. I suppose if one really needed to know, I could
add up all of the footage on all of the survey notes that I have
- it wouldn't be exact but probably pretty close.

Okay, how about what's the most passage you've mapped in
one trip?

The most I've ever mapped in one trip was on a re-survey in
Coldwater Cave. We did 4517 feet of passage in one day. For
original survey it was 4030 feet in Lechuguilla Cave. But
you know, if you have lots of 100-foot shots its easy to map
a lot of passage. Number of stations is the real indication of
obsessive amounts of survey on one trip. So, in anticipation
of your next question, the most stations that I've ever set on
a survey trip is 351 total. It was during a 12 hour survey of
the Soconusco-Muleshoe connection passage in Chiapas,
Mexico and my partners in obsession were Don Coons and
John Stembel. I don't remember exactly how much footage
that came out to be but the average distance per station was
2 meters. 

Is there a particular mapping project of yours in TAG that
stands out in your mind? 

Ooh, there are so many, but if I have to pick one I'd have to
say that Hickey Pot in Tennessee was a memorable project.
The cave is a wet-multi drop that was discovered in the mid-
eighties and deemed too grim to map. It has 7 pitches, a
nasty Hartselle bellylcrawl, an ear-dip that can sump, long
stretches of low sewer crawl and lots of unfriendly passage
in between. There is a 1000 foot segment of borehole near
the bottom but you're usually too demoralized to enjoy it.
The cave is 8100 feet long with a vertical extent of 525 feet
(which Gerald Moni questions). It only took only 3 survey
trips, which included the rig and de-rig, to map the entire
cave. The reason it got mapped so quickly is because of

some of the incredibly stout cavers who ran the survey. Most
notable of the mappers were John Stembel, Danny Dibble
and Joe Oliphant - without them the project could have
dragged on for a lot longer.
Why does Gerald question the depth?

According to the elevations of the entrance and what we
think is the spring, Gerald says the cave can't possibly be
much over 500 feet deep. I scoured the data for possible
errors but everything looks to be accurate. I think that there
is enough margin of error in the topo locations that the
mapped depth is still reasonably correct. One of these days I
may go back there and do a precision surface survey to ver-
ify those topo locations. Also, it might be a good idea to
dump some dye in Hickey Pot in order to verify what we
think is the spring. Of course, somebody could always remap
the cave - I'd be happy to compare survey data. 

What about cave maps, are there any that were particularly
challenging to do?

I'd have to say that Bull Cave and The Gouffre were both a
challenge because I drafted those maps straight from Richard
Schreiber's survey data without ever having gone into either
system. Well, I did bop the entrance pitch at the Gouf but that
was it. I really wanted to make perspective profiles of both
of the caves but the notes lacked profiles. So, I took some
liberties with Richard's notes - luckily he did have cross sec-
tions. 

How did you get involved in doing those maps?

Marion O. Smith asked me to help him complete Richard's
outstanding cartography projects. He was pretty adamant
about me working strictly from the notes rather than doing
any resurvey. There is one more map in that series that
Marion asked me to finish - all I can say is that I'm still
working on it.



Gerald you’re a long time caver and very well known in the
Southeast. How did you get into caving? 

I starting caving in December of 1962. I met a fellow student
at the University of Florida at Gainesville and he was local
boy and he had an automobile and took me around and
showed me the Devil’s Millhopper, which is a very impres-
sive 120 ft deep sinkhole. Then we went over to Warren’s
cave which had an impressive sinkhole entrance. I expressed
an interest and the three of us went into Warrens Cave, prob-
ably in December of 1962. We got into the cave about 200 ft,
then through an incredibly tight squeeze that is 30 ft long and
one of the guys could not fit through and we turned around
and left. I started caving with that group and we caved
together for about six months and then I joined a local grot-
to, the Florida Speleological Society in Gainesville, Florida.
I caved with them for a couple of years and eventually grad-
uated. I piddled around for a while and then I moved up to
the Atlanta area. I heard there were caves in Atlanta and to
come north where the big ones were. Well, I found out that
Atlanta did not have any caves. They were all 100 miles
north around Chattanooga (Tennessee) and into Jackson
County, Alabama. A few years later, I moved to Chattanooga
and I started doing a lot of Tennessee and northern
Alabama/southern Tennessee caving.

I know that you have been involved in the Tennessee Cave
Survey for many years. What caused your transition from
being a Saturday afternoon caver into a project caver?
I have always been interested in looking for caves. Even in
Florida, that was my main interest. Of course being a student
at that time, I did not have a vehicle so I went with other peo-
ple and we would go out almost every weekend looking for
caves which were real easy to find in Florida. You could find
three or four caves and explore them the same day because
they were so small. When I moved to Chattanooga from
Florida, I started looking for caves extensively and then a
few years later, John Smyre and Ron Zawislak came to a
Chattanooga Grotto meeting and talked about the Tennessee
Cave Survey which they had set up. They had set up the West
Tennessee Cave Survey. Later they joined with Jay Cox to
form the Tennessee Cave Survey in approximately 1974. At
that time in Chattanooga was Rick Buice. I went caving with
him a good bit. He was interested in cave mapping so I start-
ed mapping caves with him. In most cases, I just assisted

him. He was the main person. I did branch out and started
certain cave map projects on my own, Whiteside Cave and
Crownover Saltpeter Cave were my two biggest caves I
mapped. I did draw up one small cave, but I am not a very
good cave drawer, so I had other people draw up the maps.

I think your name is probably on as many Tennessee cave
maps as anybody in the state. Is that true?

I did help a lot of people map caves. After a few years, I got
discouraged because so many people map caves and have
not published maps, so I started mainly caving with people
who did finish maps. Rick Buice, Jeff Sims, and Charles
Clark finish maps. However, I helped Charles Clark finish
Blowing Springs Cave, which was a 5 mile long system in
Coffee County, and he drew up the map and then we started
a sort of a joint project on Signal Light Pit. I made all the
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trips, did all the in-cave sketching and stuff, but at the end
Charles Clark did draw up the cave map and it is a very beau-
tiful cave map. That was basically a 50/50 effort. From what
I have seen, a lot of people go into Signal Light Pit,
Crownover Saltpeter and Whiteside Cave.

You have been associated with Marion Smith and you two
have done a lot of caving together over the years. When did
you first meet Marion. Who has been caving longer?

I have been caving longer than Marion. He would deny that
because he went into a commercial cave that his parents took
him into. However, that does not count. I started caving in
1962 and he did not start until 1966 or 1968. I met him about
1971 or 1972, I am not sure what year it was. I have caved
with him on and off over the years because he is consistent.
He does not drop out of sight after a few years like so many
people have and if I call him to go caving, he will either say
yes or no. It is always a clear definite answer and usually yes
he is doing something so I go caving with him. Every once
in a while, he even supports some of my projects; not often,
but every once in a while. One project we got involved in
was McBrides Cave. In the early 1970s, Lin Guy had
mapped McBrides Cave from the lower entrance, and I went
and helped him map the cave and we mapped 2,600 feet to a
waterfall dome which is now a nice pit. There was tremen-
dous air flow. He ridgewalked above it and said that he did
not find any caves up there, but there was a place where
water sunk. A few weeks or months later, Will Chamberlin,
Marion Smith, and I went up there. We found the area that
Lin Guy had mentioned where the water sunk and we start-
ed digging. Marion and Will dug in one spot and I dug into
another and of course I was digging at the wrong place.
Marion actually dug into the entrance and we came to a pit.
It was too late to do it, so we came back in a couple of weeks
and it was four of us and we pushed the cave. It was Marion,
Buddy Lane, Jim Croffton, and me. We were able to descend
all nine pits and come out the low entrance. The next day
Marion and I went back to the cave and pulled our ropes. We
had a tremendous stack of ropes at the entrance (about 4 or
5 feet high) and we carried them down the mountain.

It is unusual to be able to do a through trip of that magnitude
on the first trip into the cave. 

It is, but the tremendous amount of air flow was the give
away. Another cave that I was involved in a lot was Deep
Thrust. The air flow was another significant factor. I was
with Lin Guy and a third person whom I forgot, and we
ridgewalked above the Anderson Quarry. I had been told sev-

eral years earlier by Harry White that some locals told him
that there was some deep pits up there. Of course, we ridge-
walked. We had started a standard ridgewalk and we found
the two entrances to Deep Thrust-a wet entrance and a dry
entrance. We went in the wet entrance. It was two or three
trips into the cave, we explored the wet entrance to what we
thought was the end. The end was where the waterfall
dropped down a 10 ft crevice to Marion’s long crawl and
then we went into the dry entrance and tied-in to the wet
entrance. We knew that the two caves connected. We came
back for another time (the third or fourth trip). 

We did a cross over. Marion and I went in the dry
entrance and exited the wet entrance while another crew of
people (Mark and Charlotte Stock) went in the wet entrance
and came out the dry entrance. The funny thing was that we
were taking this 8 lb sledge hammer through the cave and
Marion was just cussing when he climbed up the 25 ft very
wet pit. We came out several hundred feet from the dry
entrance. There was snow on the ground and we almost froze
our butts off. The problem I had with Deep Thrust was the
air flow was wrong. There was a tremendous amount of air
blowing out of the dry entrance and a tremendous amount of
air blowing out of the wet entrance so where was the air
coming from. I had noticed where the water dropping down
the 10 ft crevice (the start of Marions’ long crawl) the pas-
sage continued on and there was a tremendous amount of air
blowing into my face. I felt sure that it connected to the quar-
ry that was directly below us. The Anderson Quarry is a
major multi-mile (2 mile by 1 mile underground quarry). I
set up a trip (11+ people) to go into the wet entrance and to
push that lead. Charles and Martha Clark, Marion, myself,
and a set of others (I do not remember everybody), we
pushed through the cave and we stepped across the crevice
that goes down Marion’s long crawl. We continued down a
path that went down a crevice, down into the Hartselle for-
mation which was a massive amount of breakdown mud and
stuff. Marion was in front. I am very rarely in front of any
group. Usually I am at the end. Marion yelled back that he
heard trucks. We came up to the top of a 147 foot plus pit that
you could look down and you could see the lights in the
quarry and you could hear the trucks driving by on Saturday.
I rappelled down the pit first and I was standing right by the
pit on the main haulage road. 

I was standing there with my light on, full wet suit on,
cave suit on, and these large trucks would drive by me. I was
standing in the open and they saw me and never stopped.
One by one everybody else was coming down. This process
took about two hours. I just stood there and more people kept
joining me and these trucks kept driving by. Finally, it
approached the end of their work shift and their staging area
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just so happened to be across the road and between another
two series of pillars. They would start pulling up the trucks,
parking them, and getting out. So across this road was a
group of men. We almost had everybody down and a man
from the other side approached us and said do you want us
to leave the lights on for you because it is the end of our
work day? We said no you can go ahead and turn them off.
They were totally indifferent to us being in the cave, that we
were rappelled down from a topless dome. It was amazing. 

You were involved in Blood Stone Cave?

Yes, Marion had went with Lin Guy and had got to the top of
a 232 ft deep pit, which he called 150 ft. I had earlier gone
in the bottom of the cave in the so called “Pig Entrance” and
went in the cave about 3,000 ft to what I assume is the sixth
pit. I was familiar with the lower cave. I had noticed the air
flow and I was pretty sure that the upper entrance connected.
We went into the cave with a bunch of ropes. Lin Guy did
not come back. Marion Smith, Jim Smith, and I, and a group
of people rigged the Blood Stone (232 ft deep). We went

down, we did the next five or so drops and tied into where I
had stopped a few weeks earlier and we exited the lower
cave. At that point, there was Chris (Kerr), Jill (Dorman),
Jim Smith, Marion, and me. I don’t remember if there was
anybody else. Some of the others went back into the cave
and derigged it. I saw them when they came back to SERA
late Sunday morning. That was a good trip. I went back one
more time to help Jim Smith do a little bit of mapping in the
cave. The cave is very scary because of the entrance, the
tremendous amount of loose rocks, breakdown, and the
Bloodstone which is a pointed rock on a non-existent ledge
that you have to crawl underneath with no space. The hole
you crawl through is probably not 8 inches by 8 inches and
you don’t want to touch it and I didn’t touch it and I don’t
know how I did it. That is too scary.

You have been managing the Tennessee Cave survey. How
many years have you been doing that?

I started in the 1970s. The first couple years after John
Smyre had talked about the Tennessee Cave Survey, I really
did not get involved. I really did not see how it would help
me much. However, I kept going out and looking for new
caves. I kept finding old caves on the survey. So then I joined
the TCS so that I could plot out all of the known caves on it.
I got more and more interested in it and John Smyre and Jay
Cox retired from their positions and Rick Buice became co-
director of West Tennessee and I became co-director of East
Tennessee. I am not sure when this happened. I think in the
early 1980s. Ten years ago or so, I became co-director of
West Tennessee and I maintain all the cave report forms and
I maintain the print out and the narrative files. 

How many caves does Tennessee now have?
We have about 7,400 caves.

How many of those have you been in?

There are two things, I have been in probably over 1,000 and
maybe over 2,000, but I have probably been in the entrance
to another couple thousand. I go ridgewalking, like with
Marion, we come to some grungy-little Monteagle cave, he
crawls in it 50 ft, tears his body to shreds, and I stay out in
the entrance and take notes. I cannot get my enthusiasm up
to push little grunge holes. I have seen thousands of them.

You also got involved in Mexico. You have done a lot of cav -
ing there as well as survey work there.

Yes I have. I mainly looked for caves in Mexico. I started
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late (1977) when I was in my thirties. I recommend you start
when you are in your early twenties. I went down with
Richard Schreiber, Marion Smith, and Steve Knutson on a
big Huatla Expedition. This was around April 1977 and we
drove down in Schreiber’s van. It was four of us in the van
and we met a whole mob of people down there and we
pushed. We went to Camp 2. We were down there for five
days, pushed the cave, pushed a river passage to the very
bottom sump. 

How deep was that?

This was probably about 3,500 ft from the entrance (over
1,000 meters deep). Marion Smith, Richard and I were the
three who pushed it. The sump was a pool of water. We
treaded water in the bottom of the sump and then climbed
out. You rappelled down a 20 to 30 ft pit into the sump.
However, this was the deepest cave in the western hemi-
sphere at that moment. A week later, a by-pass was found to
the sump and the cave was extended down even deeper. For
one week, I was in the deepest cave in the western hemi-
sphere at the deepest point.

That was the first cave to go over 1,000 meters in the west -
ern hemisphere right?

I believe it was. 

You are still ridgewalking and active in Mexico. 

Yes. I went to Mexico last November to mainly look for
caves. We did not find hardly anything worth while. We
found 11 new caves. The best one was only a 135 ft deep pit
which I did do. I was a little concerned about it because I had
broken my leg in McBrides Cave (May 1997). 

Speaking about McBrides, I am sure you have had a lot of
time to reflect on your trip and your caving at this level. You
have been caving for a long time. What are your thoughts on
the McBrides trip and some of the pit falls (pun intended)
that you encountered.

Well, the main word of wisdom is always to be careful. I was
successful for 30 years of not injuring myself until last May.
I never broke a bone that I knew of. I bruised or broke my
ribs twice pushing through too tight holes but that was it.
Then in a moment of total carelessness and stupidity, I made
a couple of blunders, I went into a cave that was too wet, I
did not take into account the weather conditions, it was a pull
down trip. Once we were committed, we could not back out,

and I made mistakes further in the cave and the last blunder
I made, I fell 9 ft and broke my femur.

How long were you in the cave before you were able to be
evacuated?

I laid underneath that waterfall for 15 hours before the res-
cue team arrived. The cave flooded out and sumped in two
spots, they had to wait for the water to come down and then
it took about 7 hours to get me out once they got to me. 

So is there anything you want to say about wearing wet suits
and having a little extra body fat?

Whenever you are in a wet cave, if you are fat, and if you are
strong, you really do not need any extra equipment, howev-
er, if anything does go wrong, if you get trapped, get injured,
or have to wait, it is better to have a full wet suit and, being
slightly porky, made all the difference in the world in sur-
viving that cave with the injury that I had.

You are also fortunate that there were a couple of hundred
cavers camping at the SERA just a few miles away that were
mobilized to help with the rescue efforts.

That is very true.

Have you recovered pretty well from your accident?

Last Friday (January 7, 1998), I had the rod taken out of my
femur, I have staples in my leg. They will be taken out
Monday. This should be the last operation involved with the
leg. I was doing pretty well before this last operation. I feel
that I will have full use of my leg in a period of a few
months. Unfortunately, full use still involves being part of a
53 year old body. My age, my weight, is starting to slow me
down. I am going to be doing more and more ridgewalking
and more and more digs and climbing less deep pits. I have
no intentions of stopping at all. I will be caving till I die. 

You have been involved in a lot of big cave projects and have
helped map number of large multi-drop systems, but also
some of the larger caves in Tennessee. 

I helped Jeff Sims. He always had problems getting people
to help map caves. In certain caves like Snail Shell, I was
one of the main people to help him. In fact, I went on more
trips to Snail Shell than anybody else on his mapping pro-
jects other than Jeff himself.
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We re you living in Nashville or Chattanooga?

I was living in Chattanooga and driving. Our last mapping trip
to Snail Shell was a Sunday. We were in the cave for 12 hours.
I did not get out of the cave until midnight Sunday and then I
drove back to Chattanooga. It was grim Monday. I did not
mind helping Jeff because he would finish a cave and draw up
a map. I helped him extensively and lots more in Your Cave
than Lost Creek proper. In Your Cave, we went through the
M o n i ’s Groanies to a 28 ft pit that connected into the river pas-
sage that drains Lost Creek and Dry Hollow cave. We
explored and mapped a mile of trunk passage that day. W h e n
we got to the cave, Nick Crawford had thrown dye into Dry
Creek Hollow Cave and when we saw the water, it was orange
from the dye. We were impressed with the orange water flow-
ing through the virgin cave.

You were very active and at the center of cavers that were
active in the 70s and 80s (the golden age of caving in
Tennessee) when a lot of the large horizontal caves and multi-
d rop caves were found. Do you have any vivid memories of
your finest cave trip? You have certainly seen a lot of caves. 

Whenever we have done a through trip and we came out the
lower entrance, like at Bloodstone, Deep Thrust, and Solution
Rift. Marion Smith and I were the first two people to complete
the through trip in Solution Rift. Those days were the days I
felt the best about because we were out of the cave. Of course,
we had to go back or someone had to go back to pull ropes
because we never pulled down any drops in any cave unless
we knew there was a lower entrance that we could exit. We
had to hard rig every drop. One memorable Solution Rift trip
that did not get into any cave accident reports was the time I
led a Chattanooga Grotto trip through Solution Rift. Buddy
Lane was on that trip. We got to the pool room before you exit
the cave, and the pool was up and the crawl passage that lead
to the pool was sumped closed. I knew the pool room itself
had about 2 to 2.5 ft of air space. I knew that room itself could
not sump out. Even though we were trapped and some of us
were getting a little concerned, we had pulled the rope down.
It was six of us and technically we were trapped in the cave.
We started digging. We dug a new route into the pool room
and exited the cave. The dam that was there that caused the
water to rise, is broken now so water levels could not get that
high. Even if it did, you could still get out the lower entrance. 

Do you have any words of wisdom for cavers who are just get -
ting involved in caving? You have over 30 years of experience.

The main thing is to use common sense and be safe. Wa t c h
what the other people do in front of you and do the same. Stay

loose and above all, think about what the consequences would
be of what you do.

I think part of the reason the Tennessee Cave Survey has been
so successful is your diligence in maintaining the re c o rds and
the free exchange of information which is important. It
encourages people to contribute. How many hours a week do
you think you put into the Tennessee Cave Surv e y.

I put in a lot of hours. Since I have been laid up for the last
eight days, I have spent over half my time working on the
TCS. I try to put in 30 minutes or 45 minutes every night,
Monday through Friday. Whenever I have spare time or extra
time, I just put it in.

What does it pay an hour?

Well, less than a penny a hour. 

You have seen a lot of people come and go over the years. Do
you have any thoughts on the new cavers coming up versus the
old cavers? A re they as hard core or dedicated as the old
cavers from the 70s and 80s?

I believe they are basically all the same. The only difference I
see in the new cavers is that there are so many known caves
out there that are so nice to do that if you want to do all of the
good caves before you start looking for caves or starting a pro-
jects and such, it literally takes you years to do them all. T h e r e
are just too many. I think that it might be more sporting than
30 or 20 years ago. I really do not know. I do know for a new
caver to come along, there are a lot of known caves out there
within a reasonable driving distance to do that you can see
some fantastic caves that other people have found over the
years. One thing I do regret is the concentration of traffic to
only a few caves. If you like to do pits, there are more than six
or seven pits to do. In Tennessee alone, we have over 150 pits
over 100 ft deep. It is almost impossible for anybody to do all
of them within a two, three, or four year period of time. I think
it is always a waste of time for people to go back to the same
old pit time and time again. Many of these pits are not classics
like Conley Hole, but still a high percentage of them are worth
doing once. The same thing with horizontal caves. I know that
Marion Smith and I went into a cave a few years ago that John
Smyre had turned in, it was over a mile long and we followed
his description and we were in passages with only one set of
footprints. John Smyre had explored the cave, 10 to 15 years
e a r l i e r, turned in a report form, and everybody knew about it
that had a printout. No one went there-just because it was not
a classic cave like Camps Gulf, Indian Grave Point or any of
t h e m .
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Tell us about your first caving experience.

That would be 1961 with my daddy. He took me to Deer
Head Cove near Rising Fawn to a place called Limestone
Caverns. I think it is on the Georgia survey now. My daddy
had an old carbide light. That was the first time I ever seen
one. We stayed in there about 2 hours. It seemed like we
went for miles but I found out later it was about 200’ long.
(Chuckle) That was a cave experience I will never forget.
My daddy wasn’t much of a caver, but he wanted me to see
that cave because it was on a farm he grew up on. There was
another cave there called Horse Cove Cave he took me to a
couple of weeks later. I was young and I remembered him
telling me that he would show me these but not to sneak off
and go there myself. Of course two days later I was back
over there with a dim flashlight alone. There were some
more passages, I figured, he didn’t show me and probably
found some. I had to show my first cousin. His name was
Billy Wooten and he turned out to be my caving companion
for years. We explored them two caves no telling how many
weekends. We kind of figured that was the only caves there
was. 

Did you live near Deer Head Cove? 

Yes, on a place called Crawfish Creek, about 2 miles away.
We walked there and back. There weren’t no caves near
home on Crawfish Creek. We figured all the caves were in
Deer Head Cove. 

What were some of the other caves that you did when you
were young?

We ventured out when some people told us about some more
caves around Trenton, GA. One was called Howard’s
Waterfall. It turned out to really go miles. We went there
weekends on weekends exploring it. That was when we
found out the lighting system we were using wouldn’t last
for those miles. We would always stop in the same place and
buy extra batteries and I remember we always told this guy
where we were going. Every time he seen us coming he was
always asking were we finding any new holes. Then we
found another one on Lookout Mountain called Sittons

Cave. This was before we met any real cavers. We thought
we were the only cavers in the world. 

How old were you when you first encountered the
Rockeaters?

I was Seventeen. Kenneth Pennington started the
Rockeaters. My brother-in-law was good friends with him
and told him that I go into caves. Kenneth told him we ought
to join their club. He mentioned it was called the Rockeaters. 

I don’t think they called it a Grotto at first, did they?

No. They just called it the Rockeaters. I had never heard of
such, but I thought we would meet some new people and
probably see some new caves. It was the winter of 1963 that
I met Kenneth Pennington, Byron, Ronnie and Ed Reese. I
told Billy that I found a bunch of cavers and they wanted us
to join up with them. We met them in Trenton at Wright’s
Restaurant. That was where all the cavers met at that time.
We thought they was a strange bunch of characters and was
going to get us killed which they almost did in later years.
That definitely started my career in caving.

Jerry Ree ves NSS 1347 0
by Jim Wilbanks NSS 8967

Jerry Reeves refers to himself as The Old Rockeater. He has found as many caves in Northeast Alabama as anyone. While his methods are
controversial, his results are unparalleled. I first met Jerry in 1965 when we were both teenagers.



Tell me about the Rockeaters. I remember they used to wear
a uniform.

Yep. That surprised me too that they wanted to wear a uni-
form and berets. I ain’t never wore nothing like that, espe-
cially a beret. When I seen them dressed up like that, I
thought well it’s going to be all right but they ain’t going to
look too good when they get muddy. Kenneth even had
patches with a strange looking creature on it he called a rock-
eater which he said really existed. Of course I really didn’t
think it did, but I think, he really believed it did. They wore
black pants, black shirt, and a beret with the Rockeater patch
on it and the shirt. He said the beret was the sign of a verti-
cal caver. Of course I didn’t even know what that was. I told
him so and he said he would show us what a vertical caver
was. And later on he sure did. 

Describe your first vertical caving experience. 

Well the first vertical experience would be on 136 up
Lookout Mountain at the top where it goes through the gap
at a sandstone cliff about 35-40’ high. It was our practice
cliff. It was a pretty cliff except when you got to the bottom
it was right on the road. You could get run over when you
landed. We had a supply of rope which we got right there in
Trenton at the hardware store. Nice yellow looking rope they
called grass rope.

I take it this was manila or hemp rope.

Yep, it was manila rope. I think it was 8 cents a foot. 

What size?

It was a 5/8 inch. We later went to half inch because the stuff
was so heavy when it got wet that it would take two people
to tote it. I remember we would throw that rope off the cliff
and tie up what Keneth called seat-belt webbing with a quick
link of some kind. Then a strange looking hook we used
which I had seen before with people logging. They called it
a cold shut. We would wrap it around the coal shut and rap-
pel down. I kind of figured what would happen if it came off
the end.

So this thing operated something like a carabiner wrap
except that it had an open end on it? I tried one of those after
you showed it to me and the secret was you could only wrap
it one direction, because if you wrapped it the other way it
would come off the end.

That’s right. We found that out the hard way off some short
cliffs. If you put more wraps on you weren’t going to move.
So you just had to put one on and control your speed by
squeezing the rope on the way down. 

Death grip (chuckles).

That’s it. The death grip. And hope you didn’t do nothing too
deep. We eventually done some cliffs at Cloudland Canyon
on this device and after we all made the first descent
there,we definitely figured we were going to have to come
up with another rappel device because there wasn’t no way
of stopping when you got to the bottom. You would burn
plumb through your gloves going so fast and the manila rope
had no spring to it. It was just like rappelling down a cable. 

What was the deepest pit that you went into using this kind
of equipment?

Well they took me up to this cave on Fox Mountain with a
big opening. They threw a rock in there and I thought it went
forever. I really never heard it hit the bottom. Then they
called it Grave Yard Pit. Later on they called it Cemetery Pit. 

Were you using helmets then and what kind of lights were
you using?

I think there was 2 helmets among us. We were using flash-
lights. You had to put the flashlight in your pocket, or put
some tape on your flashlight, put some string where it would
hold shining straight down. That was my way of doing it. It
worked pretty good. I remember backing off that sharp lip
with no padding. After the first 20’, I was about out of con-
trol. I remember there was a ledge down there and I was glad
it wasn’t no deeper than that because I remember bouncing
off that. I knew then that if we didn’t change our equipment
somebody was going to get killed. We figured that was all
the equipment there was at that time. 

When did you and the Rockeaters start meeting up with
cavers from other areas?  

Around 1965, other cavers were coming into the area. We
were doing some of these big caves, but we just hadn’t seen
them in the caves. We got to know quite a few people com-
ing mostly from Atlanta, some of them from Huntsville. Jim
Youmans, Jim Pritchard, Ed Yarborough, Jim Storey, and
Wallace Colley. They were some of the first cavers that we
ever encountered. They seemed to do it a safer way than we
did. They all had their own lights, helmets, and other equip-
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ment and didn’t have to send the rappelling device up and
down the pit every time someone wanted to go down. We
upgraded ourselves pretty soon after we started meeting
these other cavers. 

Did they have nylon rope?

Yes, they called it Army green. We had never seen nothing
like it but we knew we had to have some of it. 

That was a laid rope similar to Goldline right?

Right. It looks just like it; just a different color. It was really
faster than manila. When you joined the Rockeaters it cost
you a $100. so we had money to buy equipment. Later on I
think it came down to $20. Most of the people who joined
were on a credit plan. I think me and Billy Wooten was the
only ones who really paid the $100. (Chuckles) After we
seen this equipment, we inquired about where to get it. I
gave some money to Jim Youmans and he brought us 150’of
Goldline which looked like the Army green but it was gold.
We used it for years and we got a cable ladder from some
Huntsville cavers. We had 2 cable ladders. We would hook
them together and do some of the shorter pits. I would
always rather use the rope than climb the ladder. There was
a unique way to climb the cable ladder.

Well, there is no really good way.

That’s right. A good way is have a belay, which we never did.
When you hook them together, they seem to swing more. We
found you don’t climb a cable ladder straight up. You climb
a cable ladder sideways. We was young. We thought that was
really doing something. Didn’t have to rig a rope you just
started climbing down. 

What were you climbing rope with? Knots?

We were climbing knots. We changed our kind of rappelling
rope but we never did change our climbing knots. We were
still using the manila Prusik knots. We used two of them
climbing Texas style. 

Did you use a chest harness or a seat harness?

A seat sling. The deeper you went the more horrible it was.
Because it would cut you in two by the time you got out.
That was way before we ever knew anything about mechan-
ical ascenders. 

When I first met you, I think it was in ’64 or ’65, you were
meeting in the Civil Defense Room at the City Hall. I think I
remember that you were associated with the Civil Defense. 

They made us honorary members because we knew all about
caving and climbing in case accidents happened in
Cloudland Canyon. Accidents were happening all the time
but they were usually calling somebody else in to get them
out. We had a pretty good rescue squad, though. The City of
Trenton donated a bunch of equipment we used. Of course,
I’m sure we weren’t supposed to be using this equipment
caving but we was. I also bought us 2 more sections of cable
ladder We just had to try 4 sections of cable ladder together
I will never forget it when we hung it off Cloudland Canyon
and I was the first one to climb. I thought it was all over. I
didn’t think I was going to make it to the top. It was July and
it had to be 100 degrees, I was sweating and my hands on the
metal rungs was slipping. I remember I put my arm through
the rung and just hung there. The rest of them didn’t seem
like they was too much concerned. You know, I was a
Rockeater, and I was supposed to be tough. They didn’t
know that one of them was getting ready to be the first one
to cash in, but I made it. I told them; “we got to do something
else. That is too rough.” Naturally they didn’t believe me.
The one that always thought he was the strongest, Ed Reese,
instead of walking down and climbing up, just reached over
and got the cable ladder and walked it down. But he didn’t
walk it back up. (Chuckles) He hiked out of the gorge. We
finally figured out why they make the cable ladder in 30’sec-
tions, because that was about all you could use. Later on we
actually done Cemetery Pit on those cable ladders.

To the first ledge is about 85’, right?

That’s right. 

This is still with no belay?

No belay. We thought we were getting ourselves in shape
doing these drops and stuff on these Prusik knots and we
wanted to do Cemetery on the cable ladder. Everyone made
it up safe. How I don’t know. Because then there wasn’t no
bolts there. You had to tie off on them rocks there, and when
you got to the lip the cable ladder, just went over it and you
had to hang on it with one hand and reach your other hand
plumb over the ledge and get the other rung and pull your-
self up with one hand. 
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At the point you were the tiredest you had to pull the hardest. 

Well, if someone hadn’t been standing there to grab you
when your hand come up, I am sure somebody would have
fell. That was our last long use of our cable ladder. We start-
ed using it for shorter drops as we started into what the other
cavers called ridge walking . We always called it looking for
caves. So we would carry around just one length of cable
ladder or two carried one apiece to Johnson’s Crook Cave.
We did a lot of caving in the Johnson’s Crook area with these
cable ladders in the smaller caves.

Which of the caves in Dade County did the Rockeaters find? 

I know we explored Cemetery way before other people did.
Byer’s Cave was definitely found by the Rockeaters. One
that I will never forget was one called Crumbling Rock.

I remember you talking about your first rescue there, tell us
about it.

It was in the Fall of 1967 when we found it. We were digging
in a small sink in the side of Lookout Mountain and finally
squeezed through. We were surprised to find a going pas-
sage. It was kind of tight and twisty but it came out at the top
of a forty foot pit. There was no natural rigging point so we
used our only piton.

Most of our younger readers have probably never used one
which is a good thing. They were a flat spike with a ring in
the end for rigging to.

Right. Anyway, we sent Billy Wooten down first as he was
our guinea pig. After exploring several good sized rooms we
came to a real tight spot and beyond we could see large pas-
sage. Everyone made it through. Kenneth (Pennington), who
has real big shoulders, had a tough time getting through. At
the end of the crawl is a four foot over hung ledge that was
also real tight. He was not sure how he was going to make it
out. After a day of exploring large rooms with real loose
breakdown, Ed Reese was almost killed by his brother
Ronnie trying a high lead and almost buried him. On the way
out, we all had trouble with the ledge in the tight spot. When
Kenneth tried it, he couldn’t get into the tight spot. After try-
ing for a long time he just gave out. We decided we had to
have some help. Everyone stayed with Kenneth except me
and Billy Wooten, who went for help. We finally got to
Trenton Georgia. and tried to think of who was we going to
get to help. Back in 1967, we were the rescue squad. We
went by the firehall and there was our old buddy named

Lebron who was not a caver, but had helped on other rescues
if he wasn’t drunk. Of course this was Saturday night and he
had probably had a few. He said he would help as soon as he
went by home. We said hurry and sat down to wait. Now
Wright’s restaurant was just across the street and we hadn’t
eaten since morning. So we went across the street and that
quick hamburger turned into a steak, potato and salad. When
we got back to the firehall we found Lebron had brought
Jack (Daniels) with him and he was pretty drunk. So we
headed back all ready to do the big rescue. When Lebron
found out it was a mile walk to the cave, he decided to wait
at the car and get a fire started. So Billy and I headed back
up the mountain with some hammers and pry bars to see
what we could do. 

So let me get this right. You and Billy are teenagers, It’s the
middle of the night and the only help you have been able to
find is dead drunk.

Right. So we got to the top of the drop and the piton was
loose so we beat it back in and went on down. When we got
to the tight place and we told everybody who we had found
and where he was, the friendly welcome turned onto death
threats. They were all tired, cold and real hungry, and of
course we didn’t tell them about our meal. After trying to
enlarge the passage, Kenneth said he wanted to make one
last try. So they were all pushing and we were trying to reach
in and pull. Well, he was saying give me a hand and I though
we wanted to break off a projection. I swung the hammer and
there was a dull thud which was his hand. That did it and he
made it on through.

We finally got out about twelve hours after we went in.
Everyone was mad and tired. When we got to Lebrons camp-
fire, the first thing Ronnie said was about some money
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Lebron owed him. When Lebron said he didn’t have it but he
had some stew and coffee on the fire, Ronnie kicked the stew
into the fire. So all the hungry eyes watched the food go
away. After we pried Ronnie off Lebron, we all went back to
Trenton and sat around the firehall swapping tales. That is a
day that will be in the back of my mind for a long time.

Tell us about Byer’s. It has been closed for about 20 years
and most people don’t know about it.

It is mapped at 5 miles long with two major waterfalls and
huge passageways. It is a cavers’cave. I really cut my teeth
in it. You can do just about any kind of caving you want to
in Byer’s. I remember we went caving in the old section for
years and then an Atlanta caver came up and the next thing
we knew there was a new section. He had went in there and
done a tight crawlway and come into a new section of cave
which was almost as big as the old section.

Who was this? 

It was Jim Pearson and a girl named Cheryl Bentley. They
pushed through this tight crawlway and found a waterfall.
This was the new section for a while and it would dead end
at that waterfall. Nobody done no wall climbing, back then.
Three weeks later they chimneyed up a tight wall and done a
traverse across a dangerous exposure at the top of the water-
fall. Then they got in another crawlway which narrowed
down. It was a pretty snug water crawl which then popped
back out in huge borehole cave which is really the new sec-
tion. Byer ’s has been closed for about 20 years. I can lead
trips and I need to show some people this cave because most
people have never seen it. It is a 350’ deep cave system,
Georgia #66. At one time, it was the largest cave in Georgia.
The cave wasn’t known to cavers at all until one of the
Rockeaters, Ronnie Reese, fell at the 62’ pit. He was climb-
ing hand over hand and fell at the first ledge which is prob-
ably 30’ and broke his shoulder. There was a major rescue.
This was right before I got into the Rockeaters. I wound up
exploring many times with Billy Wooten. I led a lot of trips
for people who I have forgotten who came from all over the
country. It was a famous cave. 

What about Johnson’s Crook Cave? Had that already been
known before the Rockeaters?

Yes, it was an old local cave but the entrance drop had to be
done with a rope. A lot of the locals did it without a rope
some way or other. They had to because when we went, there
were names all over the walls. We used a hand line down and

coming out. We would just grab it and go up the wall. Today
I know I couldn’t do that. We spent extensive time in there
exploring the big domes all through there. We went with the
Atlanta people. Jim Youmans, and J T Whitworth, used to
come up. J T ‘s nickname was Captain Carbide. We done a
lot of ridge walking in Johnson’s Crook in 1965 and ’66. 

When was Rockeater Pit found?

Rockeater Pit was found in 1966. But the Rockeaters didn’t
find it. Jim Youmans led us up the mountain to that pit the
first time we ever seen it. Since we were a new group and he
was our friend, he called it Rockeater Pit. It is a 156’free fall
pit. It is a nice pit but it is hard to find. You need a guide.
From ’66 up to about ’75 there was a trail from the foot of
the mountain to the pit that was a well marked. Then the land
sold at the bottom.

Wasn’t that where the Rockeater house was?

That’s right. The Rockeater house was as famous as the TAG
house that was in Paint Rock Valley. A lot of people stayed
at the Rockeater house. Cavers from all over would come up
in all weather to sleep there.

This was an old abandoned house, right?

Right, an old farm site. The house belonged to a guy named
Virgil Latty and he even showed me a cave one time. He was
a caver in his own way. The cave was up the mountain above
the Rockeater house. We explored the cave and then some-
body else found it and named it and turned it in on the
Alabama cave survey as Ben Young Wet Rat Cave. There
were dates in there back to 1936. He told us they used to hold
dances in there. They may have, because there was one huge
room in there that is big enough to have dances and places
where lanterns were hanging on the wall. Old timey, rusted
out lanterns so evidently they had some kind of party there.

I understand that some of the caves in the area that you
never really told other cavers about were being used for
manufacturing whiskey.

(Chuckle.) Well, yes, a few of them were in Deer Head Cove.
I remember one very well. 

What was its name?

It was called Frick’s Cave. 
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Now this is not the Frick’s Cave that the SCC just bought
over in Walker County is it?

It is in Alabama and is about a 370 foot cave. This guy was
actually making moonshine in this cave at the time and his
boy took us there. We went in the cave and there was a
whiskey still inside the cave. The people weren’t in there
running it. Everything was sitting around. We explored the
cave and came back out. 

You didn’t take a sample?

Well, I wasn’t going to say that. (Laughter). We were
Rockeaters and, I guess, we sampled a little bit, but it was
under the supervision of his boy, so it wasn’t exactly steal-
ing. I remember that trip very well. As I recall later, we went
back, about a month later, and the still was all gone. I guess
we spooked somebody. I definitely won’t forget that trip.
Because we didn’t go home exactly right off the bat.
(Laughter). 

Was it the summer of ’67 when the Rockeaters started asso -
ciating with Richard Schreiber and Bill Cuddington?

That’s right. Bill was from Huntsville and Richard Schreiber
was out of Knoxville. They was the two who really got us
using better equipment. Richard showed us the tandem brake
bar system, which beat the cold shut ten to one because you
could actually control yourself rappelling. We had never
seen a brake bar. We went to a rappel cliff and Richard
showed us how they worked. After we each purchased one,
we all had our own gear. That worked pretty good until we
got to deeper drops and we found you still need more fric-
tion.

Now you were using braided rope, right. What kind?

Two in one Sampson. It was called the Sampson snake. This
was some of the best rope we had ever used and we had to
learn something about it. You had to pet it. 

It was real smooth rappelling but there was no abrasion
resistance. 

That’s right. If you didn’t pet it, it would actually cut in two
which it almost did at Cloudland Canyon. Two Rockeaters
were climbing and when they got to the top it was frayed so
much it looked like a wad of cotton laying there. You could-
n’t even put a knot in it. We knew then we definitely need
more padding than what we was using but it was good rope.

Bill Cuddington sold it. He had a rappel device we had never
seen before. He called it a spool. It looked like a round piece
of metal with two cork screws on it. 

The cork screws were to keep the rope from coming off the
spool, right?

Exactly. He had his made out of good stainless. Ed Reece
was a machinist and he was going to make us all one. All he
had was galvanized pipe. I don’t know how safe they was but
they never came apart. I remember they all weighed 7 or 8
pounds a piece. There was no way of adjusting your speed.
How ever many wraps you put around the spool was what
you went down with and usually you had to feed the rope
half way down and then you got a pretty smooth rappel. If
you didn’t put enough wraps on it, you would go complete-
ly out of control. The spool was definitely an upgrade from
the tandem break bar and the cold shut. We went to
Whiteside Mountain with Bill Cuddington, Richard
Schreiber and Kirk Holland. Me and Billy Wooten looked
off that mountain and said there was no way we were going
down there. They rigged it and started going down and we
said why not. We had the spools so we hooked and started
rappelling down with three wraps on and didn’t move. We
had to feed and feed for the first 200’ I was so tired I could
hardly feed it. Then it gradually started picking up and going
and I thought this was going to be all right. The next thing I
know, I had to use my first leg wrap. It actually burned into
my leg.

For those that don’t know, this is a 600’exposed drop off the
top of a mountain in western North Carolina. When you go
off the lip you are about 2,000’above the valley floor.

When you go off the lip, you see the valley floor. You ain’t
looking at the cliff. It looks like you are going forever. After
we rappelled down that, and climbed out, we figured we
were qualified for anything because we were still alive. It
would be one of the deep drops that I would always remem-
ber. Later on we went back and met one of Bill Cuddington’s
friends out of Huntsville, John Cole. He had a rack. It had the
brake bars we had used on the carabiners, but it had 6 on this
U-shaped rack. Bill said that was the only way going. They
was headed to Whitesides Mountain and they were going to
use a rack. They invited us to go and that was only two
weeks away so Ed went back to the machine shop and we all
had brake bar racks and hand-made brake bars. Of course,
we tried them out on our little 30’cliff on Lookout Mountain
and half way figured out how they worked. Two weeks later
we really figured out how they worked because it was a pret-
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ty good trip and pretty good rappel. We were still definitely
greenhorns using the rack for a distance of 600’. Now we
had good rappelling gear. When Bill Cuddington saw our
climbing gear he was outraged. He said that climbing with
Prusik knots was fine but you needed a better material. We
thought it was fine since we had used manila for years. He
opened up some we had been using and showed us that it
was rotten on the inside. So we changed our sling material.
We went back to Case Hardware and bought something
called Tenstron which turned out to be a good Prusik line and
probably is to this day.

This is a laid polypropelene?

Right. It made a good Prusik line. The Texas style, one at
your foot and the other right to your seat sling was easy but
the homemade seat slings were horrible. They would just
about cut you in two. 

This is the old diaper sling right?

You just tied it around you. It ain’t the way to go and it
shouldn’t be used. They have got too much fine equipment
on the market now for someone to use even when they are
starting out. You need to buy you a good, safe seat harness.

So did Cuddington and Schreiber take you to any of the other
TAG classics? 

We really spread out. I remember Richard was caving in Bull
Cave at that time. He invited us to go. 

This is in the Smokey Mountains?

It was one of the hugest biggest cave systems that I had ever
been in. I guess you could call it a multidrop. I remember it
was wet at that time. It was the first water I had ever climbed
in and I noticed that everyone else was climbing up faster
than us because we were on the two knots. They were using
a mechanical device called a Jumar. I remember after we got
out of the cave, finally, I asked Richard what a set of those
cost. He said “they are kind of high, but they are worth it. A
set of two cost $19.95.” I thought, man, that’s just plain out-
rageous. I will just kept on using knots. (Laughter) We went
to all the classics. In 1967 at the NSS Convention, they took
us to Neversink. I remember looking down the first time and
seeing people walking down there and the first thing that
come to my mind was that they looked like ants. We didn’t
have any slings made up so I remember Ed went down with
a roll of Tenstron. So I went down and we were sitting on a

rock tying climbing knots and no one had a knife. We had
two rocks beating the rope in two. Everyone was staring at
us. They had all this shining gear stuff I had never seen
before. They hooked it on the rope and they were just out. By
the time we made a set of knots, these people were going
over the lip. 

It’s hard to imagine a Reese without a knife.

We noticed the people were climbing out of the pit two at a
time. We had never done that. I thought, that’s all right. We
didn’t try it. We all climbed up single. 

The Convention in ’67 had the first vertical contest. I seem
to remember that Ronnie did real well in the vertical contest.

It was the first time I ever saw him use a Mitchell rig. I think
he had been practicing around Bill Cuddington with it. I
can’t remember if he actually won but I remember he placed
pretty good in it. 

Was this about that time that the Rockeaters became a
Grotto? 

That’s right.

As I recall at the NSS back then every Grotto’s name had to
use a geographical feature in the name and they rewrote the
rules to admit the Rockeater Grotto. Do you remember how
the cavers from up north reacted to your uniforms?

Oh yes. They were standoffish and they made fun of us. 

I seem to recall the tune “Three Blind Mice.”

Oh yes. I remember that at the Huntsville NSS Convention of
’67 around the campfire I was the last Rockeater standing and
they all ganged up around me and were making fun. I remem-
ber who the people was but I won’t mention their names. I
remember I drank some of their spirits and the next thing you
know we were friends. They thought we were a bunch of
nobody hicks, but they got to know me. Still there were some
more that wanted to fight. I knew I was in trouble. There were
four of them that stayed there and I figured they were going
to work me over but about that time 3 of the other Rock
Eaters had come to. I hadn’t seen them. The first thing these
others were going to do was take that beret and throw it in the
fire. I remember Kenneth saying “well you are going to have
to throw three more with it.” They turned around and seen all
of them and then they changed their attitude.
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It might have had something to do with the width of
Kenneth’s shoulders. 

Exactly. I knew him all through his caving career and if he
said something he meant it. He was one of the best cavers I
ever caved with and one of the best friends I have. After that,
we did not have no more problem with nobody about our
uniforms. It turned out to be a pretty good convention and we
actually made a lot of friends and met a lot of people. From
there on we caved with a lot of other grottos. They showed
us a lot of other caves all around. 

After the ’67 convention did the Rockeaters start branching
out and caving in other areas?

We met other people and they invited us up to other places
all around - N. Alabama, Tennessee, West Virginia, and
Virginia. We branched out and people more and more
learned about the caving club in Trenton, GA called the
Rockeaters. It turned out to be a pretty good caving group as
history shows.

So Richard took you to West Virginia too?

I remember one trip to West Virginia when we ran out of
money. That was before bank cards and we had to pool our
money for gas just to get back. Well, we were real hungry
and out of money.We were going down this old country road
and all of a sudden Richard turned into a church lot. There
was a big sign that said Smith reunion. Richard said “just fol-
low me”. We ate 'til we were about to bust and even took
some with us. Everyone was shaking our hands like they had
known us all their lives. Richard said he had done that before
and it always worked.

I heard the story that early on someone from LaFayette told
Kenneth about a cave up on Pigeon Mountain called
Ellisons and he said that wasn’t in Dade County so he was -
n’t going to go fiddle with that.

I recall that. We were Dade County cavers.

When was the first time y’all went to Ellisons?

Well, we all done Ellisons but we never really did Ellisons
together but one time. I was on different trips with other peo-
ple. The Reese brothers, Kenneth and Brian done it with
Richard Schreiber. Me and Billy Wooten did it much later. I
reckon we were scared of it or didn’t think we had the equip-
ment. I remember we looked at it one time but we didn’t

have the rope to do it. I remember you could drop a rock and
you would never hear it hit. 

Was it in the early ‘70s that the Rockeaters faded away and
you started into your caving career as it is now?

Yes, it was about 1970. I tried to make a last fling and get us
back together. Some of them were getting burned out on cav-
ing, I guess. Most of them kept caving a few years longer
and then started falling off. I definitely wanted to keep cav-
ing and I had done met other people from all around so I
knew how to cave and I knew how to cave by myself
because I had done that a lot. So I consider myself an expe-
rienced soloist. But in the same sense I don’t promote solo
caving to anybody because it is a good way to die and a good
way to die alone. There is nobody there but you and the
sound of your own passing if something goes wrong. I know
because I’ve been there. I have had a lot of ordeals and if it
had gone on through I wouldn’t be here making this inter-
view right now.

Who were you caving with in the early ‘70s?

I was still caving with Billy Wooten and Richard Schreiber.
In 1974 Billy was one of the first Rockeaters to get killed. He
got killed on a motorcycle. He was a good friend, and a good
caver and probably the best companion I have ever had. I
have caved with a lot of people but I guess the first one is the
best. I caved a lot with Richard in the Dade County area.
Walked a lot on Lookout Mountain. Caved with some of the
Huntsville people that I knew. Bill Cuddington would still
come up and we would go ridgewalking. Deer Head Cove. I
done a lot of caving with Foxy Ferguson. 

She was Foxy Stafford then.

That’s right. Everybody called her Foxy, a woman caver.
That wasn’t seen a lot in the early days. She was one of the
toughest cavers and may have been the toughest woman
caver I had ever known. I explored a lot of Byer’s Cave with
her, helped her map a lot in there. She done a lot of walking
with us in Johnson’s Crook and all around Rising Fawn.
Finally she went her own way and I was back to solo again. 

What are some of the caves you discovered in that period?

Most of them were small stuff up in Forestors Gulch, around
Rising Fawn, some small pits. 
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Let’s talk some about the 70s and early 80s when you were
on your own and caving with some of the other cavers in the
South.

The big trips I guess was when I got into cave surveying,
which I began to really enjoy. I met a caver named Lynn
Guy. He was wanting to do some cave mapping in a place
called Stanley-Carden in Ft. Payne, AL. It had been mapped
by Bill Torode at about 2,500’. We started exploring it and
we started finding way more than that. I seen right off that it
was going to be a major project. The trip before that, we
found the NAG entrance (named for the Northeast Alabama
Grotto) which leads to some beautiful cave. There are for-
mations in there that are unreal. 

Describe the cave. 

It is a horizontal cave with an entrance that is a pretty good
climb down. It is mostly walking with formations the whole
time and there is a bat flight. We mapped on this cave 21
consecutive weekends without quitting. We started at about
2,500’, and it turned into 12,000’ of cave when we got
through. We opened up two more entrances. One with a 25’
pit, which gets you into the main section of the cave, so you
don’t have to do a lot of traverses. At the main entrance there
are a lot of dangerous traverses you have to do. We found the
25’ entrance drop from the bottom where there was a bunch
of debris. On an overland survey we found a small sink and
opened it up. It was a tight entrance and it dropped you right
down into a new section that we had already found. This was
a section that was unbelievably beautiful. All kind of differ-
ent formations and different colored formations. All bore-
hole walking. It is a cave that everybody ought to see. It is a
cave that has been gated. I hold a key and Lynn Guy holds a
key. It was one of the nicest cave projects that I have been
on. 

It gave your fill of surveying.

Surveying is for special people. They got their own knack
about it and their own ways. People that survey, that’s all
they should do. There are some good surveyors out there but
I’m not one of them and I don’t care to ever survey again. I’ll
find the caves and they can survey them. (Laughter)

Jerry, tell me about the Rockeater Curse.

Well, you know I ridgewalk year round. People want to
come caving with me but they never last. I show them the
classics, but when I get back to the ridgewalking they disap-

pear. I go through a lot of cavers and call it the Rockeater
curse. 

Who were some of the other cavers that you were caving with
at this time?

One of the most unique cavers that I met in the 70’s was a
guy named Marion Smith. He is quite a character. He has
caved all over the United States and Mexico. I have been on
ridge walks with him. It seems like his favorite pitch is 30’
to 50’, dinky stuff. Pud holes. It seems like he has more fun
in them than he does the deep ones. You can tell the way he
expresses his feelings about it. A lot of the ridge walks was
mainly in Alabama. I don’t walk out of Alabama very much.
In the last 20 years, Marion has ridge walked with me quite
often. He has done more pits than anyone living. I’m sure he
is getting close to 3,000 right now and I have shown him
quite a few of those. I hope to show him plenty more. Some
other cavers I have come to know over the last few years are
ridge walkers which to me are a unique breed of people.
They ridge walk year round and find the classics that most
people do. Me and Alan Cressler, Andy Porter, and of course
Jim Smith. He is one of the greatest cavers I have ever
known. He is a dome climber. He is, also one of the greatest
climbers I have ever known and probably ever will know.
We were all out there doing our thing ridge walking. To me
that’s what it is all about - finding deep pits. 

Would you say that most of your group caving is with Alan
and Andy and the other hard chargers from the Atlanta area?

Yes, and Knoxville, Nashville. I cave a lot with Gerald Moni.
He is a hard-core ridge walker. He has been with me on some
relatively good finds. He is like the rest of us, and he is get-
ting up in his years but he is still out there ridge walking.
Ridge walking seems like the last part of old time caving left.
Alabama has been walked and walked. Like Little Coon
Valley. It was walked in the 70s, 80s, and I walked it two
years ago in the same areas that had been walked before and
found a 400’ multi-drop cave called Blunder Hole. I had
walked within 50’ of the entrance in 1982, I believe, with
Lyn Guy and walked within 50’ of the entrance in
1976.Which proves you can’t walk these mountains enough.
These small holes can be the size of a basketball, like
Blunder Hole, which looked like a karst feature. I am sure
many people looked down Blunder Hole entrance and
thought it was karst feature and never followed up.

Tell us something about your philosophy of ridge walking
and what you look for and how you go about it.
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Well, since I’ve walked solely in Alabama, you have to do it
differently. You have to walk where people don’t walk and
you have to wander. When I’m saying where people don’t
walk, you have to walk up in the Pennington formation
which is high up above the contact. 

By the contact you mean the Hartselle shale?

You get up into the Pennington and you find these big sinks
and they don’t ever go through the Hartselle so most people
don’t fool with them. One out of 300 would qualify. I walk
where no people walk and I qualify caves. I qualified 25
Pennington caves last year on the Alabama Cave Survey and
I’ve qualified 10 this year. Some of them are pretty nice
caves but they are far in between. For ever dud hole you find
you are going to have a 100 more before you qualify one. In
the summer time sometime it is hard. Sometimes you can
walk by them without seeing them. The winter time is your
best walking. You got to be out there every weekend and
sometimes during the week. Sometimes I walk three days a
week. The odds are you are going to find something. And
that is the way it is with me. There is really no secret there is
just a lot of hard work. 

Do you carry digging tools with you?

Oh yes. I carry a rock hammer, a small bar and my walking
stick is four foot crowbar. I’m ready to open up a hole. I
carry a lot of weight. I don’t walk fast when I ridge walk.
You walk too fast you are going to miss something. I just
wander around, especially when I’m by myself which is a
lot. I wander around in the Pennington and up in the blue line
ravines where they go up the mountain. 

By blue line you mean a blue line on the topo map?

Yes. Up in the Pennington it is hard walking. You are in lime-
stone and then you are in nothing. Dead karst. 

A lot of sandstone float. 

Right. A lot of sandstone and a lot of big sandstone sinks,
which I have dug in and found stuff. At present date, I’ve got
some good leads going in high sandstone sinks that are going
to turn out to be some pretty good pits that we’ll see in the
near future. I’ve got enough leads just walking in Alabama
that if I never walked again, I would have enough to do prob-
ably a lifetime.

Tell us about your hunting season rope?

That’s a unique experience about hunting season and white
PMI rope. I walk in the Sulphur Springs, Alabama area a lot
and the hunting clubs are in there. What I call red-neck
hunters.

By red-neck hunters you mean hunters who shoot at anything
that’s moving?

Anything that’s moving and most of them illegal. I remem-
ber one incident I was walking to a cave that I had found a
couple of weeks before and I had taken a new rope that I was
going to leave in there. It was a 100’ new PMI white rope. I
hadn’t gone a mile from my car. It was a nice clear morning
just a little past daybreak and all of a sudden the woods come
alive with loud sound. I didn’t know what it was to start with
but it was hunters shooting at me who had seen the white
rope and thought it was a deer tail. I immediately hit the
ground and they still thought it was a deer so they shot a few
more times. I heard a voice in the trees about that time I got
unscared and started hollering. I looked up and I could see
the people running down the mountain. After that I thought
“I’m going to have to do something about this.” I bought me
some PMI black rope. Ever since then I have never had
another incident like that. It could happen to any of us with
a new white rope walking around in the woods during deer
hunting season. 

Have you ever tried wearing an orange vest? 

Well that’s another thing. You could wear an orange vest or
orange toboggan but I don’t do that a lot because some of the
places I ridge walk I ain’t for sure that I’m really supposed
to be there. (Laughter)

You follow the theory that it is easier to say “I’m sorry and
I’m leaving” than to try to find out who owns the land?

Well, that’s one way of putting it. It seems like I learned this
from some other ridge walker I got to know in the early 70’s ,
Marion Smith. He’s got the right idea. Nobody owns the land,
nobody owns the caves. God put them here for us to explore.
T h a t ’s what we are going to do one way or the other. We look
at the pit and we are gone. We are never coming back.
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Tell us about your cave calling card.

I have these cards I carry ridgewalking. When I find one of
my many dud holes, I put the card in a plastic film can with
reflective tape on it and leave it. There are hundreds all over
Northeast Alabama.

Jerry, you have said you only cave and ridgewalk in
Alabama these days. Why is that?

Well, some people are not going to understand this but some-
times I have dreams and they work out. I have more luck in
Alabama and I don’t feel right in another state. I call them
other continents. Actually I hardly ever get out of Jackson
County.

So you have dreamt of finding the big one in Alabama?

Not only have I dreamed about it, I’ve found it. It’s a place
called Sandhill Multidrop.

Let’s talk about Sandhill. The first time I heard about it was
in an article you wrote in The Georgia Underground.

It is a huge muddied up cave system that I found, which I
thought I was through with. That’s why I wrote the story. I
was getting ready to turn it in. Then on another trip I found
that I had just started exploring this huge cave system. It was
the cave that I had told myself that if I ever found in all my
ridge walking that I was going to explore by myself before I
ever turned it in. That is exactly what I am doing. The cave
and the drops are probably right at 500’just in pit drops that
is not counting the angle of the cave itself so it is going to be
a deep TAG classic. 

Why did you name it Sandhill?

Well if I told you that I just might tell you where it was at.
We have to keep this stuff secret. (Laughter) I can say that it
is in Alabama and there is sandstone around the entrance. It
is almost at the top of a mountain. It is a freak cave and it is
a freak entrance. It is a place where you would never walk to
look for a cave but once I turn it in and show you where it is
at you are going to be surprised because you walked right
beside it all these years. It is still going. 

Describe the sequence of drops and what it is like. 

The entrance is one of the most horrible entrances that I have
ever done in my life. It is a 60’ spiral entrance. You have to

have a rope but it is tight on me so I don’t rappel it any more.
When I first started going there I rappelled it but I have
found another way to go. I go in head first and just slide
down the pit. It is the easiest way in and I don’t use no rope
at all. Coming back out the entrance I know exactly where
the finger holds are and the foot holds and I do quite well.
When I take people there, a lot are going to have trouble
because they aren’t going to climb it like I do. At the bottom
is a hands and knees crawl to the 80’ pit. It leads to about
1500’ of canyon. The canyon takes in a pretty good spring
headed toward the next drop which is 90’. At the bottom of
this 90’ pit it is taking in another spring. After that, is bore-
hole -- 400 feet of knee deep passage in water to the next
drop which is a major waterfall. That drop is 110’ and I
rigged bolts on the side to keep you out of the water because
it is too much water to climb in. At the bottom is where the
wet suit caving starts but you aren’t going to be in the water
but about 500’. For some of us, it’s next to swimming which
I have problems with because I can’t swim. I found that out
because I didn’t think it was as deep as it was. I finally
crossed it and all the water was boiling in this one big room
so I got out of the water. The passage quit. It was sumping
but I wasn’t at the bottom of the cave. It was sumping in a
passage that I had to go around and I later found where the
water was coming out which was another huge waterfall. I
climbed up the wall, then I went through a crawlway which
is hands and knees and about 500’. I come out at the end of
that into a series of dome pits. There is one special dome
which I call the Mega Dome that has debris at the bottom
from the outside. I thought if I could find the entrance to this,
I would knock off all the horror. It was so high. I figured
200’. You couldn’t see the top, your light just went out into
fog. I never could find the sink or nothing from the top so I
climbed the dome. I knew from the start that this would be
the highest climb of my caving career if I ever made it to the
top. Five trips later I was at the top. It wound up being 260’
to the top. There is now a rope, which Alan Cressler give me,
rigged there right down the center. The climbing of that
dome was an experience in itself. 
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Why don’t you describe the rest of the cave? 

After the dome room, it goes into a series of canyons that
lead to what I call the mud drop. It turned out to be 141’. One
of the roughest pits in the cave. You are against the wall all
the way down and it is just slime and mud. There is a tremen-
dous waterfall at one side of the room. I got to the bottom
and there was a big pool of water and the overspray of water.
Where the water was coming from was where I thought it
was siphoned out in the upper part of the cave. It was just
whirlpooling above the waterfall. I guess it is breaking
through to the Hartselle. 

It must be high up on the mountain if you are just now get -
ting to the Hartselle .

It is high up on the mountain. Through there it leads on down
to a passageway where you can actually go back around
behind the water -- getting deeper into the mountain. You are
actually leaving the water. The water siphons under another
wall and I never picked it up again. Not yet anyway. But the
other passage was leading deeper into the mountain and from
the water there you go approximately 400’into a pretty good
sized, well decorated room. I couldn’t find no way out of this
room so I just laid my gear down and started walking around
the edge of the room looking at it good. Just as I was getting
ready to leave the room I seen one crack on one side. This
was the way on through. I had to open it up before I would
fit and this was a 45’ pit. I had two ropes left at that time so
I rigged one and barely squeezed through. I went down a
passageway approximately 50-60’and it led to a 50’pit with
nothing to tie to. I had one bolt left which was back up in the
other room so I had to climb up the last drop I just went
down. Then I went back down to this 50’pit, put the bolt in
and went down it. This could be the bottom part of the cave.
There is a sandy crawlway leading off, air going down it. I
pushed the sand crawlway until it got so tight I couldn’t go.
I assumed that was the last drop of the cave but there are pits
all in the cave that I hadn’t dropped yet. They look blind. The
water is what I am wanting to push but I’m going to have to
wait until a good drought which is right now so I can get
under the wall. I am sure the water is going to keep going
with more cave and more drops. On one side of this big room
is another dome. It is back under a wall and it is a 50’er but
I seen bats flying in and out. Lot of air flow in this area so
that is one of my next projects. I am going to climb this small
dome because of the bats The adventure continues in this
place and it will for a while. 

I suppose most people are pretty amazed that you have done
this whole cave on your own. I know that solo caving is not
something you recommend to other people but it seems to be
your passion and I know you had a close experience in the
cave and I wish you would tell us about that.

I was hammering in a bolt at the top of the 90’pit. I was on
a mud-filled ledge. Then my light flickered. I didn’t pay any
attention to start with. I kept hammering and it flickered and
went out. I reached up there and hit it and it came back on
and went out. Every time I would hit it, it would blink so I
knew I was in trouble. My pack was on the other end of a 50’
hands and knees crawl. I got back up to the top of the ledge
flickering my light. It would go out and I would hit it and it
would flick. I finally made it through the crawl way to my
pack. I reached in to get my safety light. I had worked on my
safety light and it didn’t get put back in the pack. It was lay-
ing on the kitchen table where I had left it. So with no back-
up light and a failing wheat light, I just sat there and thought
for a minute and prowled through my pack and come up with
a cigarette lighter. I flicked it to see just exactly what was
wrong with the light. I could see that the bulb was coming
loose from the base. It was still contacting and when you
shook it would burn. So I took the front of the wheat light off
and carefully packed mud around the bulb and put the lens
back on and it burned without no reflector but the light
would burn and it wouldn’t flicker. I left everything and
made a run to entrance which was about 45 minutes away
with two major pits - a 90’and an 80’. By the time I got back
to the entrance and halfway out the light itself was just gone
but it was still daylight and it was shining in the pit enough
that I could get out. That is what can happen if you are solo
caving. You can get so far into solo caving that you don’t
check your pack. You don’t worry about stuff. That was one
time that nearly cost me my life. I sure don’t promote solo
caving. I know the feeling of laying there with only you, the
wind and the sound of your own passing. 

I gather you carry three light sources now.

I carry two light sources on my helmet and one around my
neck and one in my pack. I always carry one around my neck
because you can lose you helmet. You can fall and your hel-
met fall off and you would be in dark. I hope none of you
will ever have to be in a cave in the dark thinking that you
might not get out, that you might sit there and die. 
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Well I hope that is an experience that none of us have and I
hope that we don’t ever find you all dried up on a ledge
somewhere after missing you for a year or so. Jerry, in the
30-35 years you have been caving, I imagine you have seen
a lot of cavers come and go and you have seen a lot of
changes. What do you see different in cavers today than
when you started? 

When I started caving and you saw someone you knew them.
You stopped and you talked. Now there are so many cavers
that think caving is a status symbol. They just want to do
caves and chalk them down on a board to say they done it.
It’s all different than it used to be. Used to be you caved for
the adventure of it, the exploration, and the fellowship. Now
you don’t know them when you meet them. Don’t get me
wrong. There are plenty of good cavers now and they have
got to be to take our place in the next generation. If we leave
anything for them to find. (Laughter) 

The equipment has changed. The equipment you use
now is so much safer, it gets you into a different breed of
caving. Most cavers now start out vertical caving and they
miss the whole idea of it. To most people the end of the rope
is the end of trip. To me that really isn’t caving. The hori-
zontal cave is where the beauty is and always will be. Most
people, the younger generation, is yo-yo caving and never
sees this. Of course I’m a yo-yo myself. I love to do pits. But
I do the horizontal especially on a mountain when I ridge
walk and find them. Vertical caving is a dangerous sport.
Most people who start don’t get the right training and they
die off fast. Not long ago a woman died at Stephens Gap.
Mega Well, Valhalla, have all claimed their victims. 

What role do you think the large events such as TAG and
SERA have to do with this?

Well that would be kind of hard to say. The events bring in
more and more every year it seems like. But most of these
people are doing the classics, the old stuff. Some of them
don’t even go caving. A lot of these people come to party
which is great. But the events bring in new cavers. A lot of
times they will go to the closed areas and then that gets a lot
of our good ridge walking areas closed down. It has hap-
pened in the past and I don’t think closing the events will
stop it because people are going to go whether the events are
here or not.

Well closing caves brings up the notion of land owner rela -
tions and I wonder how you have seen that change.

Well at one time there wasn’t no problem with land owner
relations going to caves. They were all friendly and all that
has changed. A lot of what has made it change is hunting
clubs. Hunting clubs is the downfall of accessing caves.
They have closed thousands of acres. If you are caught in
them you possibly can go to jail. Hunting clubs has helped
close more caves than cavers.

Do you think that there is a role for cooperation between the
hunters and the cavers? 

I have thought that for years but I ain’t seen no way. I think
it will go just like it is now. The only thing that is going to
change is if the land sells.

What do you see in the future in caving?

With the SCC going, you are going to be able to go caving.
They are doing a good job. They are doing a lot more than I
thought they would ever do. I figured it would be a losing
project but it has been unreal. That could come down to our
only caves we can do. 

You must be really interested in the latest SCC acquisition on
Fox Mountain. 

That’s something else I didn’t think they could do. But they
have got Rusty’s Cave and Cemetery Pit. Two classics that
are visited a lot every weekend.

Not to mention Hurricane which has recently been greatly
expanded.

You can do a through trip if you are small enough. I don’t
have to worry about that one. I have noticed in Cemetery and
Rusty’s there have been a lot of people going. I don’t see no
damage. Most of the people going to these places are good
qualified cavers and nothing is being destroyed. 

Do you think that is the difference between vert i c a l
entrances and horizontal entrances?

Exactly. If these were walk-in caves, they would have been
destroyed years ago. Locals go to these entrances anyway.
You can see the beer cans they throw down. If these were
horizontal entrances they would have been destroyed years
ago. One example is right around the mountain which is
Byer’s Cave which is a horizontal entrance. One don’t have
to venture far into there to see what local traffic can do to
caves. It is might near destroyed for the first 2,000’.
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We mentioned earlier that Byer’s is closed. The readers may
not understand the unique situation here in that it is closed
to NSS cavers but open to the locals. 

Well that is the way it seems. But it is supposed to be closed
to everybody. If the owner catches you there you are going
to be arrested. He has allowed me to take a few trips a year.
I went to school with him and we have been friends for
years. He just had a bad time with cavers in the early years. 

So you are saying that Byer’s has seen a lot of vandalism
during the closed years?

Oh yes. There was a time, about 7 years, that I never entered
it. I noticed the difference after I did go back in. It was van-
dalized severely with spray paint and garbage. There was so
much garbage at the entrance that it actually smells, huge
rats. Some of this garbage goes at least 2,000’. It shows you
the difference in a community where locals go and the dif-
ference between pits and horizontal caves. 

Someone you cave with a lot suggested I ask you how your
family deals with your caving addiction.

When I got married in 1968, my wife knew I was a caver and
would be one 'til I died. She know I am an explorer and I
have to go.

Is there anything you would like to tell the readers about
TAG?

I can tell them the way I do my caving is as a ridgewalker.
I’ll do that until they plant me. I find new classics with a
unique way of caving, like I have done from the first day that
my daddy took me to that small cave in near Rising Fawn,
Georgia in Deer Head Cove. Caving is a great sport if you do
it right. Long life of fellowship and good times. On the other
hand it can be a quick death if not properly trained. This big
caving world is getting smaller and smaller every day. If you
are going caving as a status symbol or to add more to your
list, you’re doing it for the wrong reason. Pick another sport.
For my fellow cavers, colleagues and the old Rockeater,
we’ve got more mountains to walk and caves to explore.

Jerry Reeves ● Wilbanks

A caver poses next to formations in Wolf River Cave, Fentress County, Tennessee. (Photo by Colin Gatland)
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I am curious as how and when you got into caving?

It was 1953. I was 15 years old and I played with a young
boy in the alleys of Louisville. This young boy, Jim Welsh,
one weekend asked me if I wanted to go caving. I had never
been in a cave and did not know what they looked like. I
thought it was going to be an interesting adventure. George,
Jim’s dad, provided me with a cloth hat with a carbide light
and gave me some gloves. They told me to wear some tough
clothes. We came down to Higgenbotham Cave (TN) as it
was then called. This cave was commercialized later as
Cumberland Caverns. In the first trip into the cave, we went
to the Ten Acre Room and then on through to the Hall of the
Mountain King. I think we ended up near the Bone Room.
I was driving George Welsh crazy asking questions about
where does this passage go and where does that one go. I
was completely enthralled with the whole thing. It was
something different and the sense of adventure really hit
home with me. That was my first trip and I have always
reminisced about the fact that I went into a really friendly,
nice cave and what if it had been a muddy, slimy hole that
wasn’t very pleasant—would I have ever caved again. So in
this case, it was so enjoyable that I thought “I am going to
do this again.” 

Did you cave with Charlie Fort in Louisville?

Yea. As a matter of fact, Charlie might have been on that
trip. I think he was. We did several trips in Higgenbotham
Cave. Actually, I was on the trip where Charlie erected the
first tombstone for himself in what later became the Devil’s
Graveyard. We camped in the Ten Acre Room that night. 

How did you get involved in organized caving? 

I do not know if there was a Louisville Grotto. After the
Cumberland Caverns trip, I became involved with the
Mammoth Cave area and Crystal Cave, took a trip with Bill
Austin. He and Jack Lehrberger were secretly exploring a lot
of the park caves and finding a lot of cave. I did several trips
in Crystal. I went to the Left of Scottsman’s Trap and started
out with three of us and I ended up on a solo trip and was
gone from the others at least four or five hours. In the cave,
I was having a wonderful time until I tripped and sprained
my ankle mildly, but enough to make me realize the danger
of being on my own. When I got back to the others, of

course, they were almost hypothermic and worried to death.
They were not sure of the way out. Everything worked out
okay on that trip.

According to The Longest Cave, you were on one of the early
exploration trips in Unknown Cave. 

Yea. We spent 72 hours in there. It was on a Christmas week-
end in 1954. The problem there was Bill Austin was not
happy about us going into the cave. As a matter of fact, I
encountered him at the entrance. It was an interesting story.
We were going down the ropes. I was the last one to get onto
the rope. I saw a shadow toward the entrance. I asked the
others “there is someone here, what do I do?” I was just a
young teenager. They said go and see who it is. “I asked what
if it is a ranger?” They said, “If it’s a ranger you are going to
find out anyway.” I went toward the person and they disap-
peared. The cave was gated, so I knew I could catch him
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before he got out. I thought a ranger would not run from me,
so it had to be somebody else. When I got to the gate, there
was no one there. As I searched around the walls, there was
Bill Austin lying in a crack along the floor with his face
turned away. I knew it was him! I recognized him and
pinched his leg. “I said Bill what is wrong with you?” He
didn’t answer me. That sort of scared me. I went back to the
others and said Bill Austin is up here and won’t talk to me.
What are we going to do? By then, Bill had exited the cave.
So we went ahead with our trip. I was wondering if the ropes
would be there when we got back. There was a lot of mys-
tery about that trip. I heard rumors that Bill said that he fol-
lowed us through the entire cave. I sort of doubt it. It was sort
of a lesson of fear and, unfriendliness, because at that time it
was supposed to be a secret and their secret had been violat-
ed by us going in there. We, of course, should not have been
there because it was a park cave (Mammoth Cave). 

You found somewhere near five miles of virgin cave. 

I don’t think so. I think we probably retraced a lot of what
Jack Lehrberger and Bill had seen. I remember they had
found a formation that Charlie called the New Moon. I think
they have another name for it now (Old Grand Dad). I have
not been in this cave since that time. Basically, I took some
trips into Salts (Cave) before CRF became established. 

So you caved in Mammoth Cave, were you involved with
CRF?

No. I went to college at Vanderbilt and started caving in
Tennessee. I did occasional trips to Mammoth Cave National
Park. I did a trip to Cedar Sink and did a very foolish climb
up in the main sinkhole and the whole wall I was trying to
climb started caving in. I was with Howard White at the time
and he was so frightened that he ran out of the cave. Lucky
for me, the one boulder that I had lassoed with a rope stayed
where it was. Eventually, I got to the top and the only thing
I found up there was a pack-rat that was grinning at me. Then
I had to loop the rope around and rappel off this loose stuff
that was probably tilted at 60° or 70°. When we got outside,
it had snowed while we were in there and it was the most
beautiful sight I had seen at that time in my life. There was
a full moon shining on the white snow. After what I had just
been through, I was very happy to be alive. 

When you came down to Vanderbilt, is that when you got
involved in exploration of Cumberland Caverns?

Yes. 

Did you meet Roy Davis at Vanderbilt? 

No. I attended Vanderbilt in the Fall of 1956. I visited Roy
over the next few years as he was developing the cave. I
guess Cumberland was the main focus, but I was not really
caving that much. I did do some trips. The problem back in
those days was finding anybody to go caving with because
most people thought people who caved were weird. I did
manage to find one or two people to go. One person was
Howard White. Howard had been in the Nashville grotto
which was formed around that time. To be honest with you,
I did not really cave much. I went to Snail Shell. I remember
a couple of trips in there. 

I am interested in the exploration of Cumberland Caverns. I
guess you have done a lot of exploration there. 

I got involved with Cumberland Caverns when I graduated
from college; again, as young adults find today, jobs are hard
to come by. I did not have a job and Roy was about to open
the Cave for the summer. It has been incorporated. I went to
work up there to help develop the tourist trail and we were
blasting and enlarging the entrance trying to do away with
the slope that you had to go down into the cave. I was enjoy-
ing myself. Roy worked at Power-Matic. Money was very
scarce. Roy did not have any. At times, we did well to feed
ourselves, I guess. 

You were one of the first employees of Cumberland Cavern. 

I’m sure he had guides in the summer between 1956 and
1960. It was actually 1961 when I moved up there. I lived
there probably a year or more. I was taking trips to England
during this time to see if I wanted to be involved in a family
business. I met Christine on one of these trips. I told Roy one
time, when I was going back to England, that I would marry
an English girl. He did not realize that I was very serious
about Christine. He was very shocked when I came back
with an English wife because I had not said much about it. 
Speaking of caves during that period, we went to Cathedral
Caverns in Alabama. Roy took me to several caves. We went
to Branson, Missouri to Marvel Cave, and also Fittons. I got
to see that in its very early stages. I was very fortunate to be
at the right place at the right time I guess. 

You were involved in the discovery of some of the formation
areas in Cumberland Caverns. Was it the Crystal Palace? 

No. Roy and Ken Bunton and some of the others discovered
the crystal palace—that was part of what they call the Great
Extension. I started caving in Cumberland after that. I sup-
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pose that I found the Dish Pan Alley extension just by dig-
ging. Roy and I explored that. The next major find was the
Northwest Passage with Frank Shires. We kept pushing some
crawls at the end of Virgin Avenue and eventually, after three
or four trips, we finally found one that went through and I
remember coming into this large passage and thinking I had
looped back into the Virgin Avenue again. At that area, it gets
about 40 ft high and I had already done it twice. I saw the
passage below and yelled back at Frank and told him we
were back at Virgin Avenue, but I would go and check and
make sure. When I climbed down, there were no footprints
and I did not recognize anything. This was the beginning of
the Milky Way. I got Frank through the crawlways and we
started walking down the Milky Way. There were gypsum
needles growing in the floor. I told him we needed to take the
time and remove them and build a trail. We spent hours
building this trail with the cave going on and on. I was there
just a week or two ago and the trail is still there and every-
thing is like I saw 20 years ago. That has been my policy to
do the trail first. I know when we made the discovery in
China Cave, there was Epsom Salt crystals from wall to wall
on the floor. We were surveying the cave and I said why
don’t some of you go ahead and mark the trail and make one
path through there. Everyone observed that path. 

It is really disheartening to go back and see large pas-
sages, where you can walk down the middle on a single trail
and leave all of these wonderful dirt banks and crystals on
the side. Yet people tend to wonder through them.
Eventually, it is all trampled. To think it has been there for
millions of years and in a matter of few years, it is all
destroyed. 

I have seen trails in use in Roppel Cave. That was where I
met you in the late 1970s. Soon after you and Jim (Currens)
pushed the S-Survey. How did you get involved in Roppel? 

It was an article in the NSS News. Near the end of the article,
they asked for volunteers. I think I was in my early 40s and
thought I was “over the hill”, but I wanted to be back in the
Mammoth Cave area because I really had a wonderful time
there and I thought the potential was tremendous. I went on
a trip led by Jim Currens and I think we went to Grim Trail.
It was great! We were lying in water and I was at the back of
the line wondering when I was going to get hypothermia and
die on them. Finally, I persuaded them to let me get in front
because I was smaller and able to squeeze through. I got
through into some walking cave and came back and tried to
get the others to dig their way through. They were so cold
that they wanted to leave. It was a long trip. To my knowl-
edge, no one has ever been back. I turned around in walking
passage. I did not want to scoop it because I was told you
survey as you go. 

You pushed the S-Survey which was pretty grim. 

That came about on the next trip with Jim Borden and we
pushed the S-Survey to some pits and I managed to free
climb around one of them and to go down to a lower level. It
continued on but it was very tight. I did not think I could
squeeze through. Nobody seemed willing to come down
with me to check it out. I climbed back up and we left. 

I talked with Jim Currens and he wanted to go back in
the cave. I thought we were going to Grim Trail and push
that again but he said, “No lets do the S-Survey.” We got to
the tight spot and Jim could not get through. I hammered and
got lucky and knocked a piece off the wall enabling me to get
through. I noticed it was a chert floor and I began banging on
that breaking it up and eventually penetrated the chert to the
next level of limestone and there was a crawlway going on.
I had to talk to Jim a little bit because his caving suit was
becoming a little bit unraveled. He came on and I eventual-
ly let him get in the lead. We were going downstream and the
further we went, the bigger it seemed to be getting. After
about 1/2-mile of crawling, we eventually came out into
Arlie Way. Jim was excited because this is what he had been
looking for. I, of course, was new to the area and it was a
nice passage. I had no idea of the importance of it. We
checked out a small segment of it. We did not run all over the
cave like we could have. We could have walked a long way.
The idea was to come back and to survey and give every-
body a chance to see virgin cave. That is what keeps a pro-
ject cave going—the chance for everybody to survey a vir-
gin cave. I like that idea and it gets everybody involved. We
left the cave and went over to James Cave. There was a small
expedition going on there and Jim was so excited telling
them what we found, but they were totally adsorbed in their
own project and did not seem to be interested. 

You were actively involved in most of the exploration of
R o p p e l . .

Yea. I don’t know how many trips I ran in there. It seemed
about every weekend but probably was at least twice a
month, I would go up there. They were long trips. I missed
the Yahoo Avenue trip because I got sick on the way in and
felt kind of bad because Pete Crecelius was on that trip and
he volunteered to go out of the cave with me. That was when
they discovered a large trunk with gypsum flowers and some
nice cave pearls. I was in on the discovery of the Black River
and Freedom Tr a i l .
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We re you involved in mapping Kangaroo Canyon and help -
ing locate the Weller Entrance Dig?

Yea. As a matter of fact, I was on a trip with Hal Bridges that
confirmed a potential connection. We were in the “in cave”
side and Dave Weller was at the entrance dig side of it and
that was the first voice contact made. Hal and I tried to set off
a stick of dynamite in a place that needed to be enlarged with
hopes of connecting, and all it did was burn and smoke up the
whole place. We had to leave. It was a ten hour round trip and
we had been so close. That gave us the incentive to dig it out
because we were now sure. Not to long after that, we made
the physical connection. 

Dave We l l e r’s entrance really helped open up exploration of
the cave. 

I think there was always talk about another entrance after
going through the S-survey because the first time I took Dave
Weller in the cave, it was really a hard trip. Dave was wiped
out. I was worried about if we would even get out of the cave
and having to come back through the SSurvey, I really
admired the man for what he was putting himself through. I
thought we were never going to be able to survey this cave
like this from the Roppel entrance. It was a wonderful turn of
events when we found the Weller Entrance. It made it much
more accessible. 

You were in on the connection trip between Mammoth and
Roppel too. 

Yea. There were a lot of politics involved in that one and
s e c r e c y. I really did not want to be involved with it from the
point of view that I felt like everyone that contributed to the
project should have the option of going. I knew full well that
only a few people would want to do it. My wife, Chris, talked
me into going. I was not going, but she said I should go.

You made major contributions to the cave.

Well so did Pete Crecelius. He lead another trip to sort of
pacify the others because it was done secretly. There were
hard feelings as a result of it. I guess the threat of another
interest. I got the impression that we were threatened into
making this connection. I did not want to make the connec-
tion at the time. I wanted Roppel to be a separate system. I
wanted to see how far we could get it before we did connect.
I did the connection from the Roppel to Mammoth side. We
did the cross over and the pictures were taken; I was already
not feeling well. We crawled through a lot of water and I was
cold and tired even with a wetsuit on. When John

(Branstetter) was sort of hesitating about which way to go, I
felt we were really in trouble. We eventually got to the
“changing room” on the Mammoth side. Here was all of this
gear that the six of the others had left for the four of us to
carry out. I remember putting on coveralls that were way too
big for me and we wore as much clothing as we could. We
had extra packs that they had left there. The one we called
the football did not have any straps on it. We were not very
happy about having to carry all of their equipment out of the
cave and then we got to the pit and, of course, there was all
this climbing gear. When we were coming out of the sink-
hole about two or three o’clock in the morning, I think I had
about 50 or 60 lb of gear that I was trying to get up the hill.
I barely could get myself up. I complained. Jim Borden said
“I tried to tell you to go on the other side and come through.”
I think it was to have been 5 and 5 but the reason I went for
the Roppel side was that if I could not make it, I felt I could
always come back and know my way out. I did not want to
jeopardize the trip or anything. The thing about that whole
trip was that I never wrote a report on it. Everybody else did. 

When I got outside and cleaned up and I was walking
over to the CRF field house to eat something, I looked up in
the sky and there was a formation of UFOs in a V shape. I
was fascinated by this and watched them. They suddenly dis-
persed in a split second in all directions and vanished. That
almost made as big an impression on me as the cave trip did. 

You continued to contribute to the cave even after the con -
nection. You still did a lot of caving there. 

Yes, I did, but it was not the same. It was part of Mammoth.
That was one of the reasons I did not want to connect,
because I enjoyed watching the cave go up the Long Cave
list. Similarly, I had a lot respect for the Fisher Ridge project.
There were some attempts to connect there. I went into
Fisher Ridge one time and kind of joked that there is where
we are going to come through when we connect. I really seri-
ously did not want to connect because I knew I had the same
feelings. Once you are absorbed by Mammoth Cave that is
all there is, the cave becomes part of Mammoth Cave. Look
where Fisher Ridge is now. I guess they are close to 100
miles now on their own.

When did you settle in McMinnville, Tennessee? Is it because
of your close association with Cumberland Caverns?

Yes. Well, that was the only job I had. When I got married, I
came back to work at the cave; it was still being developed.
It looked like it had some potential. We settled down here
and eventually I got into another business and I bought a
farm. I was not involved with the cave as much. That was

1998 August 3-7 ● Sewanee, Tennessee 49

Bill Walter ● Schindel



more Roy’s line of work. I did some caving but I started
playing golf, doing other things, until Frank Shires moved to
town. Frank kept calling me up and wanting to go caving
with me. Frank came equipped with topo maps where he had
been caving in Alabama and finding caves. This was the new
way to go about it. We started using the topo maps and find-
ing sinkholes, finding caves that way. We found some really
nice caves. 

I know you were involved in finding extensions of Camps
Gulf and Keystone River.

Yea. Camps Gulf, Keystone River, and Blue Spring. I give
Gerald Moni part credit for Blue Spring because it was his
idea. He told me about it one weekend. We were going to
cave in Northcutts Cove. I thought Gerald’s description was
it was one of these spring caves where you get soaking wet.
It sounded like a horror. I did not listen to what Gerald was
saying. Eventually, Joel Buckner decided to go and look at it
and Tamra Kelly and Gary Chambers. Tamra was the one
that pushed the crack until she could see into the passage of
the lower level. Joel called me up next weekend and asked
me if I wanted to go there because he was going to blast
somehow. He wanted a second opinion, I guess. I squeezed
out to where Tamra had been and started to go down into the
passage; it was only about six inches wide. I realized that I
might get down but never get back up again. I went back to
where Joel was. He had been stuck about 30 ft from the
restriction. I told Joel that the passage undercuts where he
was and if there was a place there, we might be able to blast
into the top of the passage. There was a little hole to put two
fingers down into and it had some air coming out. I said,
“let’s stick a charge in here.” We placed the charge and we
went back out the crawlway. The wire did not quite go out of
the crawlway and the blast would create a gun barrel effect.
No one wanted to set this thing off, including Joel. We said
“Joel, its your wiring, your stuff, you do it.” He did it, and it
almost blew him out of there. The noise was pretty loud.
When we went back there and looked at the hole, we could
see down in the passage below.

Blue Spring went to 30 miles.

It will eventually be 33miles. 

Are there a lot of leads in the cave?

Not a lot. There are leads. 

You have caved mostly in the Cookeville, Cro s s v i l l e ,
McMinnville area in your later years and been active with
other projects like China Cave.

I have caved over in the gorge. I’ve done some surveying
over there. I have been involved in a quite a few projects.
Mainly, I have tried to stay with larger projects like Blue
Spring.

What did you think about winning the Lew Bicking Award?
Were you surprised? 

Yes. I was very thrilled. I was honored and had no idea I had
been nominated. I had not known the man but was very
thrilled about it. I never caved to win an award. I caved
because I loved to cave and I wanted to help people with
their projects. Once I got in the project, I became totally
involved in it. I suppose most of my life was doing project
caving. 

Any words of wisdom? 

No. The number of cavers increases every year I suppose.
We need to educate them as best as we can. I appreciate the
underworld and what is there. On the other hand, there is a
controversy as well —don’t publish anything about the caves
because that attracts more people. We are caught between a
cross fire in trying to give people knowledge about the cave
and also trying to protect the cave. There is also going to be
a controversy on how much information and who to tell.
Now it is getting to where, if we have found something spec-
tacular, we just kept it secret. I have been accused of keep-
ing caves secret. Some of them I have. If I found it some-
body else can find it. Some of my friends would go to the
trouble of covering them up with rock. I don’t know. I think
most of the younger cavers I meet seem to be concerned
about our environment. The emphasis by public education
on protecting what we have helps a lot in the cave world.
However, there are vandals and there will always be vandals.
They don’t realize what they are doing, and think they are
just having fun. 

Do you have a favorite cave?

I knew that question was going to come up. I like different
caves for different reasons. I can’t say I have one particular
cave I like best. I like Cumberland for its easy passages. I
like Blue Spring for its length. I like Nunley Mountain Cave
because I find it a very challenging cave. I like Roppel
because it is part of Mammoth. and is exciting and very dif-
ficult in places. Each cave has its own personality.
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The gravel crunched under the wheels of
the car as Holly and I pulled into the short dri-
veway of the “wee-house.” Holly got out of the
car and walked towards the front door calling
out, “Hello, hello!?” We could see inside. Jim
Youmans was getting up from the sofa, eagerly
peering out. We heard his friendly reply,
“Cavers! Come on in.” So began a warm
Saturday morning in late July.

Jim Youmans and Kathy Mackay spend
most of their weekends at the “wee-house.”
Appropriately named, the little house sets on the
west brow of Lookout Mountain, overlooking
the Johnson’s Crook area. The view is spectacu-
lar, second only to the view from the Big House,
the residence of Kathy’s retired father, James
Mackay, and his wife, Sarah. Holly and I and
decided to drop by and pay Youmans a visit
while passing through Rising Fawn, Georgia.

“So, what cavern are you two planning on
seeing today?,” Jim asked. “Terri and Ricky
Rawlins and some other cavers went to Moses
Tomb.”

“We weren’t really planning any caving
today,” explained Holly.

Since it was such a nice day for late July,
Holly, Jim and I decided that we would hike to
Moses Tomb and meet with the other cavers
there. We filled canteens and had a quick peanut
butter sandwich. I asked Jim about his early
days of caving.

“Nickajack cave was my first cave; that was
in 1963. Nickajack was ‘the cave’ back then.
Big bore hole, stream cave, lots of break down,
and plenty of bats. We would explore the cave in
a canoe.”

Nickajack cave is located near the Tennessee River. It is
now partially flooded by the Nickajack reservoir and closed
to caving due to an endangered bat colony that has taken res-
idence there.

While eating the sandwiches, I remembered the time
Jim told of how he used to stoke up on food before caving.

“For breakfast we would cook a dozen eggs, a pound of
bacon, a pound of sausage, coffee, juice the works. Then, as
if we weren’t full enough, we would pack down on top of all
that food, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches! We used the

Bama peanut butter and jelly mix. We were into traveling
light while caving and we thought that carrying food would
just slow us down.” 

We finished our lunch and got into the car. Our trip start-
ed out with a quick visit to one of Jim’s neighbors, Fred
Huff. Fred had car trouble the previous week and Jim want-
ed to see if we could be of any assistance. The car was fine
and after a few quick comments about NASCAR (Jim’s
other favorite sport), we were back on our way down the
mountain. 
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Heading west on Highway 136, the road cuts along and
down Lookout Mountain, revealing a good view of the geo-
logic strata. As the road dropped in elevation, we fell below
the sandstone cap rock. At the first sign of limestone, Jim
asked, “Have you ever looked at the sinkhole, just off the
road?” He pointed it out as we drove by. He never seems to
stop looking for new caves. 

“Just what did a TAG caver wear caving in the ‘60s?,” I
asked. 

“White cotton T-shirt’s, Levi’s & Levi’s jackets, “Jim
said. “Shivering from the cold and teeth chattering was just
a normal situation back then. I remember that it wasn’t until
the 70’s when I first discovered wool. We were exploring
Engle Double Cave and I noticed that Buddy Lane was just
comfortable and chatting it up. I was freezing, so I asked
Buddy how he was staying warm. He pulled out his collar for
show and said, “I’ve got a wool shirt on!”

The car footed the mountain and we decided to stop at a
convenience store for refreshments. Holly asked Jim about
rigging Bennett Cove Cave, a multi-drop system. She was
planning for an all girls caving trip.

“What knots do you suggest I use Jim?” He answered,
“Well, I pretty much only use a bowline, a figure eight,

and a water knot. If you learn how to tie these knots you can
rig just about anything.”

This somehow simple practicality is very typical of Jim
Youmans. One example of this is remembered in a conver-
sation. Someone asked, “Jim, how is it that you seem to
always know the date of events?” It was uncanny that Jim
would often start a conversation with “back in ‘85, when we
went to Huautla...,” or “we had just discovered Rockeater
Pit,... must of been winter of ‘67...” I was impressed with his
vast memory of caves, but dates too? Simply amazing. So,
when he started his reply I listened with earnest. “It’s simple,
I just think of what car I was driving and who I was dating
at the time. I can easily remember what I was driving and
when.” Pretty simple. I began thinking of what I was driving.

We soon left the convenience store, continuing towards
our destination traveling south on I-59 past Rising Fawn and
the foot of Fox Mountain.

“What made you start going to Mexico in the late
‘60s?,” I asked Jim. His reply had to do with rope. 

“Blue Water rope was selling for 15 cents a foot.
Richard Newell of Blue Water put out the word that rope was
going to 17 cents per foot. I thought that I had better stock
up before the price increase and figured as long as I was buy-
ing rope for the future, why not buy a lot of rope. And as long
as I was buying a lot of rope why not buy a rope long enough
to do Golondrinas, a 1200 foot rappel. Richard Newell sold

me a 1280 footer.” What better place is there to use a long
rope?! 

Jim was involved with some of the explorations and dis-
coveries in Mexico in the ‘70s and ‘80s.

“The cavers were greatly welcomed by the local resi-
dents. The place we rented while in Huautla was a home. The
wooden one room building had a dirt floor and was vacated
by the residents for the several weeks we stayed.”

“Where did they stay?,” I asked.
“They would stay with relatives in the village. They

made room for us. These people were pretty poor and we
were a source of badly needed income. In fact, the family we
rented from in ‘85 used the money to buy a burro. The burro
was used as a pack animal for transporting. Cavers must
have seemed rich to the local Mexican people. We pulled in
with a ‘67 four wheel drive school bus packed to the gills.”

“So, who went with you on these trips?”
“A few active cavers at the time were, Bill Steele, Jim

Smith, Ed Halliday, Jeb Blackley, Lisa Wilk, Richard
Schreiber, Ron Simmons, and Marion O Smith. On the ‘85
trip a significant connection was made in Huautla via Nita
Natau. I think it was between LaGrieta and St. Agustine.
After we finished caving, the place to eat was Rosé’s. She
didn’t have menus. You would just sit down and soon, out
started the food. Fresh handmade corn tortillas, peppers so
hot they could make you cry, and the coffee was so good that
you couldn’t decide what to drink, coffee or Pepsi. So you
usually ended up drinking both!”

Having exited the highway, we were soon pulling into
the dirt driveway of Russell Whites property where Moses
Tomb is located. Holly and I got out of the car and walked
towards the tar papered house, Jim was behind us. Roy
White was sitting in his car, under the pear tree. The weeds
were tall. Several kittens were playing in the grass among
cans and other clutter. I hesitate to call it trash. To me it’s the
result of a living. This type of living is southern Appalachian
and it is mostly poor of money but very rich in character and
full of life. 

“Hello, Roy,” I said. His 50 something, slightly wrin-
kled face looked up from the car.

“You cavers headin’up to the pit?” he asked.
“Yes sir,” Holly replied.
“Well there’s a couple of ‘em already up there,” Roy

paused. He turned to see who was walking up, and a grin
crossed his face. His expression was one of thought and
memories. Jim was walking up.

“Where’d you find this one?,” Roy asked. Roy had
known Jim for quite some time. Roy’s father was Russell
White, who passed away at 86 years old in 1996.
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Jim had been visiting Russell and his caves for many
years. Russell was one of the kindest land owners you could
have ever met. Russell would let cavers camp in his home
and adjoining pastures. He would often speak of the cavers
as part of this family. Jim respected Russell’s hospitality and
was always eager to befriend him. Jim sent Russell postcards
from France while caving in ‘74 and ‘75. The cards were pic-
tures of cows from the countryside and rural areas of France.
When Jim returned, Russell had proudly displayed these
postcards on the walls of his home. They remained there for
years. As Russell got older, his health and abilities were less
than perfect, Jim helped Russell out. He would stop and
check on Russell every
weekend. He would bring
him food and firewood.
When Russell went to a
nursing home in Fort
Payne, Jim still visited him
almost every weekend. 

Holly and I made
small talk with Roy for a
few minutes. Jim just lis-
tened. Soon, Jim turned to
start heading up to the pit
and we followed. We could
hear Roy back at the car
saying, “Be sure to close
the gate to the field behind
you... “ We did.

As we crossed the cow
pasture, I thought of the
postcards from France.

“What made you go to France for caving?” I asked Jim.
“Deep caves. I wanted to do the Gouffre Berger which

was the second deepest cave in the world at the time. In
August of ‘74, I teamed up with Jim Smith and went to
France. The Gouffre Berger is a world class cave.
Afterwards, we drove down to the Pyrenees Mountains
which are located on an alpine limestone plateau. We want-
ed to check out the Pierre Saint-Martin, the world’s deepest
cave. In the typical approach, we were just heading over,
gearing up, and going caving. Wrong. In the Pierre Saint-
Martin cave system there were different circumstances
which didn’t allow us to ‘just go caving.’ In France, caving
is a national pastime and the Pierre Saint-Martin is the cave.
Many years of expeditions were spent on this cave digging
and exploring and several books were written about this
cave. We met two of the key explorers of the system, Max
Cousin and Rubin Gomez, who informed us that we would
have to be on a scientific project to enter the cave.”

It didn’t look as though the TAG cavers were going to
be able to cave at all due to the regulations.

“Well I guess that counts us out.” Jim explained, “All
we know how to do is explore and survey.”

“Perfect!” was the Frenchman’s reply, “That’s exactly
what we need.”

Jim Youmans and Jim Smith returned to the U.S. and
formed the first American expedition to explore the Pierre
Saint-Martin. They went back to the Pyrenees in August of
‘75. This time they had an official mission which was to
explore and survey an underground river. The surveying was
grim, cold, wet caving. Thirty-four degrees Fahrenheit was

the average cave tempera-
ture. The survey would
hopefully prove to the
French that the source of
the river came from the
bottom of a cave called
M3.

The alpine vertical sys-
tem, M3, had an entrance
higher on the plateau than
any other entrance in the
Pierre Saint-Martin sys-
tem. The French cavers,
lead by Rubin Gomez had
explored and pushed M3
for 10 years. They had
only recently chopped
through a permafrost layer
in the cave reaching a
depth of -495 meters. If

the Americans surveyed this connection, it would consider-
ably increase the depth of the entire Pierre Saint-Martin sys-
tem.

The American cavers were doing their duty of survey-
ing. The cold made it necessary to basically live in your wet
suit. It was quite surprising when they popped into some pas-
sage where they found a wine bottle and an inscription on the
wall which made it very clear. The Americans had done it!
They made the connection into M3. This wine bottle the
cavers had just found was left by a previous French expedi-
tion, signifying the extent of their exploration. US team
member Fred Wefer left a bottle of Coke for the French to
find. Pierre Saint-Martin was surveyed deeper than it had
ever been. 

We completed the trek across the pasture and started the
hike up to Moses Tomb pit. I knew we were getting close to
the top of the trail; I could hear voices. Jim had an altimeter
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which showed about 260 feet of elevation gain. Moses Tomb
is 230 feet deep.

“Hey guys!,” Terri Rawlins saw us first, “How’s it
going?”

“Great,” Jim answered. The pitting trip was going well.
Jamie was down, Karen was next to rappel, Jamie was next
to climb, Terri was rappelling after that, and then Ricky...
Jim was well familiar with this scene. Since 1964, Jim’s
interest in vertical caving has allowed him the opportunity to
do a lot of big drops most of them he climbed on prusik
knots. It was in the early ‘80’s when Jim went to a mechan-
ical climbing system.

In 1982, he went on the Mount Thor expedition. Thor is
a tall cliff face located in Canada on Baffin Island. Steve
Holmes saw an article in a climbing magazine which had a
picture of Mount Thor. From the photo, the cavers estimated
the drop to be almost 5000 feet, free fall. What a challenge.
Steve decided to organize a trip.

It took a lot of planing and preparation before the trip
could take place. A rope which was over one mile long was
specially made for the trip by Smokey Caldwell of PMI. 

“A 5700 foot long rope was made. It was red and white,
the colors of Canada. Smokey added an extra strand onto the
core of the rope to increase its strength. The extra strand
alone could support the weight of the rope. It was packaged
into a plywood crate so it could be air freighted to
Pangnirtung, Canada.”

The remote location was just one of the many chal-
lenges which had to be accounted for. The crate of rope and
60 gallons of fuel arrived in April and was snowmobiled by
native Inuits to its final destination near Auyuittuq National
Park. The name means “the place which never melts” in the
Inuit language.

The ‘Summer weather’ in the area only lasts about three
weeks, so the trip would have to take place in July. The ice
filling the fjord broke the day before the cavers arrived. The
first leg of the journey would be a 20 mile boat ride up the
fjord avoiding icebergs that had not yet floated out to sea. All
this was taking place in a plywood boat, captained by a
Canadian ranger.

Jim recalled.
“The life jackets in the boat were nailed to the seats and

used as seat cushions. You were basically on your own. If the
boat hit ice and sank, you’d freeze to death in the water
before anyone could get there to save you.” 

The water was barely above freezing temperatures. The
transport boat traveled up the fjord as far as possible. Once
they landed, the group had to face the real danger, a 15 mile
hike through an avalanche prone gorge that included three
stream crossings in “ice water.”

“I was familiar with mountainous areas which have sev-
eral hundred feet of elevation to them. It really took several
days to grasp the fact that these slopes had several THOU-
SAND feet of elevation gain. We saw an avalanche which
started near the top of the gorge, traveled all the way down
into the river valley, and threw a snow and rock debris cloud
into the air. The plume easily reached above the mountain
tops which were four to five thousand feet from the river.”

When the group reached the cliff face it was impressive.
The face was estimated to be about 3,000 feet with a rather
large scree slope at the bottom of the wall. It was a several
mile hike to the top. That was a long way to tote a one mile
long rope. The plan was lower a piece of string from the top,
attach the end of the climbing rope to the string, then reel in
the string, thus hauling the rope to the top. The barren rocky
terrain was above the tree line. The rope rig was yet another
challenge. A special steel cylinder was made and brought for
rigging. It would be bolted to the rock, then the rope would
be wrapped around the steel ‘tree’. 

“The weather was quite a challenge. We would have a
couple of days with fair weather, that we could capitalize on.
Then foul weather would move in for two to three days.
Then you’d set in the tent and eat and drink hot food trying
to stay warm. There were no trees to build a fire with.”

This 3,300 foot rappel and climb was definitely a world
record and possibly the longest to date. As the cavers were
leaving the area, the snow line was creeping lower as each
day passed. They were literally pushed out by the oncoming
winter.

“Off Rope!” Jamie yelled down to Karen.
Our July in Alabama was a world away from Baffin

Island and was coming to an end. As the cavers de-rigged the
pit we started our descent being pushed out only by our
hunger for dinner. We bottomed the mountain and started
walking across the pasture. Heading towards the parked car,
the shadows cast by the trees grew long and were crossing
the field. Jim took a short cut into the lower field which I had
never been through. About half way through the field, he
paused for a moment and looked back up the mountain from
where we had just descended.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve been in this field.....
Yep. A long time.”
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Caves in the Southeastern United States have a rich and
complex history, as varied and interesting as any in the
world. The sheer number of caves and their widespread loca-
tions throughout the landscape of the upland South, coupled
with the Southerner ’s traditional close ties to the land, have
resulted in a wide range of interactions between people in the
South and the cave environment. Caves have been many
things throughout the history of the region, including
curiosities, sources of important commodities, refuges,
adjuncts to domestic economies, social spaces, commercial
(tourist) enterprises, and much more. 

During the Pre-Columbian Period, American Indians
explored and utilized caves during the Archaic, Woodland,
and Mississippian cultural phases. These peoples often used
the entrances of caves as sheltered living sites, such as at
Russell Cave in Jackson County, Alabama. Indians seasonal-
ly used the large entrance chamber from 7,000 B.C. to the
beginning of the Mississippian Period around 500 A.D.
Numerous other caves in the region also show this type of
usage.

During the Archaic and Woodland phases, American
Indians also entered the dark zones of caves, using cane
torches for lighting, to find and extract desirable minerals
like gypsum, epsomite, and mirabilite. Sometimes they ven-
tured kilometers inside to mine these items, as well as chert.
Presumably these items entered the extensive trade networks
known to exist at the time, though no doubt some were also
used locally. Mammoth Cave in Kentucky was extensively
mined, but caves in Tennessee and elsewhere also show
signs of these activities.

Indians in the Woodland tradition used numerous caves
as mortuary sites, and there is some evidence that both earli-
er and later groups may also have engaged in this practice.
Caves throughout the southeast show signs of burials.
Indians of the Copena culture used vertical pits for human
burials, and these sites are still being discovered by contem-
porary cavers. Copena Skull Pit in Overton County,
Tennessee is one of the best documented sites, but more
recent discoveries such as Massive Well and Chisum Chasm,
also both in Tennessee, show evidence of such usage.

In addition to subsistence (shelter and living space) and
mortuary use, Mississippian period Indians in the southeast

entered the dark zones of caves for non-mortuary ceremoni-
al purposes. This is an exciting area of research which is
rapidly expanding our knowledge of Pre-Columbian cave
history. In 1980 two U.S. Forest Rangers in Cherokee
National Forest entered a small cave and discovered a veri-
table art gallery of mud etchings. Archeological studies in
1982 and after suggest that ceremonial use of the cave may
have begun in the Woodland period, but that Mississippian
period peoples visited the cave many times over a several
hundred year period. The artistic motifs in the cave, dubbed
Mud Glyph Cave, correspond with other Mississippian art
from the region. After the discovery at Mud Glyph Cave,
explorers in the Southeast have located a number of other
non-mortuary ceremonial sites in caves.

Very little is known about the use of caves by American
Indians in the southeast after  European contact. Subsistence
use of cave entranceways continued, and numerous caves,
like Nickajack Cave in Tennessee, were well-known. There
is some evidence from Mud Glyph Cave that Mississippian-
type interactions persisted. Cherokees, and possibly Creeks
as well, learned of the saltpetre potential of caves in their
lands, and allowed selected Americans to produce the com-
modity within the nation. There are many unanswered ques-
tions, and opportunities for research, on this topic.

For the early pioneers in the Southeast, caves provided
several subsistence elements such as shelter and water. Many
longhunters and early settlers used caves as rockhouses, tem-
porary shelters from the elements in winter or storms.
Conrad Pile, a longhunter from the east, camped in a cave in
Fentress County, Tennessee while hunting along the Wolf
R i v e r. Aaron Higginbotham, later the discoverer of
Higginbotham Cave (now Cumberland Caverns) spent his
first winter in Tennessee living in a cave in Warren County,
prior to building his cabin in the Spring.

Springs associated with caves lured hunter and settler
alike, and many rural folk continued to use cave water well
into our own time. Bearhunters also visited caves, though
their interest was in the animal inhabitants rather than the
intrinsic nature of the cave environment. Big Bear Cave in
Savage Gulf was discovered by a hunter pursuing a bruin on
one such hunt. And of course caves served other shelter func-
tions as well. Church services were held in some, like York
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Cave in Fentress County, while at the other end of the spec-
trum caves provided refuges or hideouts for outlaws, run-
away slaves or others escaping authority. As elsewhere,
caves in the southeast also served as hermitages.

Caves were used as appurtenances to domestic
economies throughout the Southeast in ways other than
water sources. Although it is hard to date, pioneers through-
out the region used caves for food storage from the earliest
period of settlement until the advent of rural electricity in the
1930s and 1940s. Meat was stored in Mammoth Cave in the
antebellum period. Vegetables like sweet potatoes and apples
were commonly stored in caves. Dry Cave in Grundy
County, Tennessee and Old Squires Cave in Smith County,
Tennessee were two of the scores of caves used for this pur-
pose. A few cold trap caves, like Ice Hole in White County,
were used as sources of ice for household use. George Austin
Cave, also in White County, was a water source and a cool,
secretive place to store blackberry wine, milk, and moon-
shine whiskey.

In addition to subsistence uses, caves were both curiosi-
ties and commodities in the late 18th and early 19th cen-
turies. Early travelers, ranging from Alexander Cuming to
Bishop Francis Asbury, often noted the presence of caves in
their accounts of the Southeast. Indian agents, merchants
with some means, and ordinary settlers, visited caves at var-
ious times. Caves were curiosities, worthy of exploration and
notation beyond their potential subsistence value.

Coupled with the perception of caves as curiosities was
a pragmatic interest in caves as commodities and thus
sources of revenue. The breakthrough industry was saltpetre,
an indispensable component of gunpowder, though
Southeastern caves also served as sources of copperas, alum,
onyx, fertilizer, and other substances. But saltpetre mining
was by far the most important commodity and set patterns
for exploitation of the cave environment which persisted
throughout the 19th and early 20th century.

Individuals mined caves for saltpetre on both large and
small scales throughout the cave regions of the Southeast.
The lesser operations were cottage-industries, with small
investments, limited production, and sometimes just one or
two persons engaged in the work. Little is known about these
operations, except that they were numerous, often short-
lived, and local in orientation. These began as soon as an
area was settled and often disappeared when transportation
and mercantile systems broke down the isolation of an area.
Sometimes even longhunters made their own powder, like
Joseph Bishop did in the 1790s, presumably with saltpetre
mined from local caves. These operations were especially
numerous in the 1794-1815 period, when international

events disrupted the world gunpowder trade and increased
the price for both saltpetre and black powder.

The demands of war, restrictions in the international
supply, and the possibility of large profits sparked the birth
of larger saltpetre mining ventures in the Southeast. Caves in
East Tennessee were mined as early as the A m e r i c a n
Revolution, Kentucky and Middle Tennessee caves before
and during the War of 1812, and caves in Alabama and all
across the South by the Mexican War and the Civil War.
These operations were larger in size, had more numerous
labor forces, and were as likely to be owned and managed by
companies as individuals. Their impact upon the cave envi-
ronment was also more significant, as mining in caves such
as Big Bone, Nickajack, and Hubbards in Tennessee, Sauta
in Alabama and Kingston Saltpetre in Georgia consisted of
large, intensive resource extraction operations which greatly
modified the caves. 

While these industries were hard-pressed to survive dur-
ing peacetime, the tradition of mining caves for saltpetre per-
sisted in the Southeast throughout the antebellum period,
only to be revived in the late 1850s. In all, at least three hun-
dred caves in Tennessee, Alabama and Georgia were mined
for saltpetre up until 1863 or so, with new ones still being
discovered today. The industry collapsed after the Civil War,
and caves became more important as social spaces rather
than as sources of saltpetre. 

While many southerners had viewed caves as curiosities
and visited them before the Civil War, the late 19th century
saw the full flowering of cave visitation as a common social
and recreational activity. Large and small groups of men and
women made frequent outings to local caves for pleasure,
sightseeing, and to enjoy each other’s company. Sometimes
using a local guide, these visitors were primarily interested
in caves as wonders and social spaces, rather than as eco-
nomic assets. These parties, sometimes arriving by haywag-
on, made frequent journeys to Snail Shell, Grassy Cove,
Higginbotham, Craighead, Wet, Hubbards and other large
Tennessee caves. Schools began to hold similar outings, and
the cool cave environment was particularly delightful in the
sweltering summers. 

One important use of caves in the late 19th and 20th
centuries was for making moonshine whiskey. Caves pro-
vided needed water for the operations, so many stills were
set up near cave entrances. But caves also could serve as
secret and hidden production and storage sites, so some
moonshiners placed stills beyond the twilight zone, or even
down pits, such as at Shine Well near Sewanee. While cavers
are still discovering moonshine caves, it is now clear that
hundreds of caves were used for this purpose across the
region.
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The commercialization of caves for tourism in the
Southeast lagged behind other areas, such as Vi rg i n i a ,
Kentucky, Indiana, and New York. Only near the end of the
19th century did formal cave tourism come to the region, but
when it finally arrived it spread rapidly. In Tennessee, Jewel
Cave and Wonder Cave were among the first commercial
caves, but as transportation improved many others, like
Indian Cave, Nickajack Cave, and Rip Van Winkle Cave,
were also opened to tourism. Sometimes these operations
tried to incorporate the social aspect of cave visitation as
well as the perception of caves as other-worldly curiosities.
Leonard Cave had a dance hall and restaurant inside in the
1930s, Nickajack Cave featured a boat ride, and Dunbar
Cave featured music and dancing.

Full scale industrial tourism emerged at caves like Ruby
Falls, sometimes at a high cost to the cave environment,
while many smaller mom-and-pop concerns failed during
the Great Depression. Government-owned and operated
show caves were slow to emerge in the Southeast, although
there was some cave development undertaken by the C.C.C.
in the 1930s, such as at Mammoth Cave and Florida
Caverns, to encourage travel and tourism. During the 1970s,
the Southeastern states became active in the cave business,
as Tennessee caves like Dunbar and Big Bone were pur-
chased with an eye toward development, and Alabama-
developed Rickwood Caverns and began to show an interest
in Cathedral Caverns. 

It is perhaps no coincidence that the intensive commod-
ification of the cave environment represented by industrial
tourism in the first half of the 20th century was followed by

the growth of today’s cave preservation movement. The
growth of cave conservation was also linked the broader
environmental movement of the second half of the 20th cen-
tury.

The story of Southeastern caves is still continuing. After
World War II several important trends, both good and ill,
have developed which will have long consequences for
caves in the area. The suburbanization and industrialization
of the South poses new threats to the cave environment,
while the emergence of modern, organized speleology has
lead to important new biological, archaeological, and geo-
logical discoveries throughout the region. Caving as a recre-
ational activity has entered a new, more popular, and possi-
bly threatening stage, but the development of cave explo-
ration and conservation organizations such as the
Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. and the state cave sur-
veys bode well for the future. Public and private show caves
have begun to refocus their messages from the simple won-
der of caves to education about protecting cave resources.
Comparatively, recent hair-brained schemes such as using
caves for fallout shelters were vigorously opposed, and woe
to the contemporary Southern politician who suggests any
project detrimental to major caves in the Southeast. People
in the Southeastern U.S. are extremely fortunate to have the
quantity and quality of caves that exist here, but what
becomes of them is uncertain. What people say in the future
about the history of caves in our own time depends, at least
in part, upon decisions and actions we undertake today.

Geary Schindel descends through the
Doyle Valley entrance to Mammoth
Cave. (Photo by Alex Sproul)
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Thomas C. Barr, Jr.’s Caves of Tennessee, published in
1961, described approximately 700 Tennessee caves. My
supplement to Barr’s book, Descriptions of Te n n e s s e e
Caves, published in 1971, described an additional 300 caves.
By 1971, it was obvious to Tennessee cavers that an orga-
nized approach to the exploration and study of Tennessee
caves was needed.
Beginnings

In 1971, John Smyre and Ron Zawislak, both of
Nashville, began collecting and maintaining data on
Tennessee caves. They planned to create an organization
whose central goal involved surveying and documenting
Tennessee caves. At the same time, Jay Cox, of Knoxville,
began a similar project. When these two groups eventually
discovered that they were duplicating effort, they decided to
unite into a single, statewide organization. To minimize con-
flict regarding organizational leadership, they created two
chairman positions: East Tennessee and West Tennessee.
John Smyre served as the first Co-Chairman West and Jay
Cox as the Co-Chairman East. The group then combined all
maps and data, standardized a report form for cave descrip-
tions, recruited new members, and then, went caving. The
Tennessee Cave Survey (TCS) has been caving since and the
co-chairmen concept has been retained.
Today

It is now 1998, 27 years after the founding of the TCS.
As of September 1997, 7,362 caves have been cataloged
with dimension of at least 50 feet long, 40 feet deep or con-
tain a 30 foot deep pit. Each year, the TCS averages 200
“new” caves. The TCS map file contains slightly over 800
grade five cave maps (compass, clinometer and tape) and
1,485 lesser-grade maps. To date, Tennessee has 173 caves
with a length of at least one mile. The average length of a
Tennessee cave is 714 feet. Tennessee’s longest cave, Blue
Spring Cave, White County, has a surveyed length of 31.25
miles. Very little of this information; however, would be
known without the contribution of the TCS membership. The

organization’s greatest asset remains its members who will-
ingly share their maps, ridgewalking discoveries and exper-
tise in scientific and historical disciplines.
Purpose

The TCS is an internal organization of the NSS. The
TCS compiles data concerning Tennessee caves and is dedi-
cated to the study and preservation of Tennessee caves and
karst. From time to time, through the publication of bul-
letins, map books, county narrative files and other publica-
tions; the TCS makes available selected information on
Tennessee caves and/or karst features. Some publications of
the TCS are restricted to TCS members and/or NSS mem-
bers.

The TCS has two formal meetings each year. The Spring
Seminar is held on the campus of the University of the South
in Sewanee, Tennessee and the Fall Business Meeting is held
on the campus of Tennessee Technological University in
Cookeville, Tennessee.
Future

Where is the TCS going in the next 27 years? To effec-
tively document caves in the next century, we will embrace
computer technologies that scan and digitize data while still
maintaining our paper-based files. We are currently in the
process of doing this by upgrading the TCS computer. Also,
we must continue surveying  efforts, not merely for the sake
of surveying, but for the goal of making usable, quality
maps. Another goal involves publishing more scientific, his-
torical, and exploration-oriented bulletins. Finally, we
should be willing to share this information with individuals
and organizations sharing legitimate needs. The TCS strong-
ly encourages persons exploring Tennessee caves to share
your discoveries with us.

For more information about the TCS, please contact on
of the current TCS officers or write: Tennessee Cave Survey,
1601 Westop Trail, Knoxville, Tennessee  37923.

Tennessee Cave Sur vey
Larry E. Matthews NSS 6792
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Number of entrances
There are: 9,198 known cave entrances in Tennessee:

5,475 caves with 1 entrance
1,265 caves with 2 entrances
377 caves with 3 entrances
136 caves with 4 entrances
57 caves with 5 entrances
23 caves with 6 entrances
14 caves with 7 entrances
9 caves with 8 entrances
4 cave   with 9 entrances
2 caves with 10 entrances

Caves reported in each
physiographic region

Cumberland Plateau/Eastern Escarpment : 851
Cumberland Plateau/Western Escarpment: 2,980
Highland Rim/Eastern Escarpment: 628
Highland Rim/Western Escarpment: 844
Valley & Ridge:  1,350
Unaka Mountains: 131
Western Valley 14
Sequatchie Valley: 196
Central Basin: 291
Cumberland Plateau: 1 9
Unclassified: 58

Breakdown of Tennessee caves
by length and depth

Length (in feet)
Length 0-100: 3,631
Length 101-500: 2,395
Length 501-1000: 567
Length 1001-2000: 348
Length 2001-3000: 134
Length 3001-4000: 72
Length 4001-5000: 39
Length 5001-6000: 43
Length 6001-7000: 20
Length 7001-8000: 17
Length 8001-9000: 9
Length 9001-10000: 11
Length 10001-20000: 47
Length 20001-30000: 13
Length 30001-40000: 4
Length 40001-50000: 6
Length 50000+: 6

Depth (in feet)
Depth 0-50: 5,797
Depth 51-100: 1,035
Depth 101-150: 297
Depth 151-200: 130
Depth 201-250: 42
Depth 251-300: 16
Depth 301-350: 11
Depth 351-400: 11
Depth 401-450: 9
Depth 451-500: 4
Depth 501-550: 4
Depth 551-600: 1
Depth 601+: 5

List of Top 16 Counties with Known Caves
County Total Vertical (one or more pits)
White 711 218
Van Buren 593 163
Marion 506 297
Fentress 425 83
Franklin 400 223
Putnam 384 130
Warren 350 111
Overton 337 137
Grundy 271 121
Robertson 170 4
Rutherford 170 30
Sullivan 161 26
Knox 156 20
Claiborne 136 21
Cumberland 135 68
Cannon 124 35

5,029 or 68.3% of TN Caves

Tennessee Cave Survey  ● Matthews

Tennessee Cave Statistics
by Gerald Moni

In 1997, Tennessee had 7,362 caves recorded. The following statistics omit 232 new caves that are not yet entered into
the database.
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In 1930, when W.D. Johnston wrote Special Report 16,
GROUND WATERS OF ALABAMA, Dr. Walter B. Jones
wrote the chapter on caves. He described twenty-two caves,
and included sketch maps which indicate his exploration of
these caverns. Dr. Jones, a young geologist, took a personal
interest in caves. To explore the Natural Well, Dr. Jones had
a sailor make a rope ladder in 60 and 30-foot sections, made
of manila rope with wooden rungs.

As a project growing out of the Ground Water bulletin,
Dr. Jones began to systematically gather data on the caves of
Alabama. He advertised in newspapers for information on
caves, but only catalogued a cave after he had personally vis-
ited and mapped it, at least partially. He had forms printed
up, and assigned each cave an identifying number. The
Alabama Cave Survey still uses Dr. Jones’ system and the
numbers he assigned. In 1941, Dr. Jones promptly joined the
newly-founded NSS as NSS Number 108. By 1946, he had
catalogued 127 caves; this number had grown to 170 by
1955. Dr. Jones was a life NSS member and an active caver
up to his death in 1977.

The Huntsville Grotto was chartered in 1955, and began
to collect data on more caves, and added them to the ACS
list. Dr. Jones was the State Geologist at this time and also
ran the survey, assisted by T.W. ‘Bo’ Daniels and L.L.
Hastings of the Geological Survey of Alabama.

By 1958, there were four NSS grottos (Auburn,
Birmingham, Huntsville and Tuscaloosa) in Alabama. A
block of numbers was assigned to each grotto so that caves
could be added to the survey at once. Cavers from outside
the state also made contributions. Eventually, Dr. Jones
retired as State Geologist. Bo Daniels received other duties
and assignments, and was unable to devote time to the ACS
even though he had a keen personal interest in it. Therefore,
by degrees, the center of the ACS activity shifted from
Tuscaloosa to Huntsville. Bo gave complete control of the
numbers to Bill Varnedoe as an independent agent for the
Alabama Geological Survey. The block assignments were
withdrawn, and shortly the gaps in the numbers were filled
with new caves.

Bill Varnedoe developed a new computer data format,
based upon Dick Anderson’s NSS Cave Files Format. The
basic format was also adopted by other Southeastern state
cave surveys. The data was kept on punched cards for a time,
then on magnetic tape. By 1965, 617 caves were catalogued,
yet the 1930 report was still the latest thing in print. The first
ALABAMA CAVES was published that year. Only 250
copies were printed. In 1973, Bill produced another
ALABAMA CAVES book describing 1421 caves. By then
the small vestige of Alabama Geological Survey backing had
slipped away, and Bill Varnedoe was left running the ACS as

a personal project, aided by John Stokes and Bob Clark. Bill
published more editions of ALABAMACAVES in 1975 and
1979.

In 1979, with 1,732 caves in the survey, the Alabama
Cave Survey was reorganized and  incorporated as a mem-
bership organization with a five-person Executive
Committee. Bill Varnedoe gave up the baton, and Greg
McGill of Birmingham took over as Cave Files Director,
performing that job with great dedication for 14 years. Greg
made more extensive use of computer databases, and
brought the ACS into the Information Age. Greg began the
current practice of publishing yearly updates of the cave data
each spring, with occasional interim updates in the fall as
necessary. Every 5 years or 500 new caves, a full book was
published containing all the data and maps. Greg McGill
published three editions of ALABAMA CAVES, in 1981
(2,016 caves), 1987 (2,705 caves, with Joe Domnanovich)
and 1992 (3,050 caves). 

No history of the ACS would be complete without a tip
of the hardhat to Bill Torode, who has certainly surveyed
more caves than anyone else in the world. Bill has been
heavily involved in the Alabama Cave Survey since the six-
ties, and submits a wealth of updates and corrections in addi-
tion to new caves. He has produced most of the Alabama
cave maps, and our state has a high percentage of mapped
caves due to Bill’s efforts. Many other members contribute
to the Alabama Cave Survey by ridgewalking for new caves,
surveying, and submitting updates. These active members
are the heart of the ACS. Significant contributors include Les
Bartel, Alan Cressler, David Caudle, Scott Fee, Gary Griner,
Lin Guy, David Howell, Chris Hudson, Pat Kambesis, Andy
P o r t e r, Marion Smith, Pat Smith, Tom Smith, John
Stapleton, John Stembel,  Bill Torode, Bill Varnedoe and
Doil Ward.

In 1993 Tom Moss took over the data custodian’s posi-
tion, giving Greg McGill a well-earned rest. In 1997, the
newest edition of ALABAMA CAVES was published with
the able help of Chris Hudson and Jeff Bennett as assistant
editors. It contained 3,504 caves. The 1997 ACS board con-
sists of David Caudle, Chris Hudson, Greg McGill, Tom
Moss, David Teal and Bill Torode. Membership in the
Alabama Cave Survey is limited to NSS members, and dues
are currently $10.00 per year, with additional fees for some
publications. The ACS can be contacted at PO Box 7328,
Huntsville, AL 35807.

History of the Alabama Cave Sur vey
by Bill Varnedoe NSS 3160, recent history added by Tom Moss NSS 22017
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Number of entrances
There are: 4,244 known cave entrances in Alabama:

2894 caves with 1 entrance
349 caves with 2 entrances
91 caves with 3 entrances
39 caves with 4 entrances
15 caves with 5 entrances
10 caves with 6 entrances
9 caves with 7 entrances
2 caves with 8 entrances
1 cave   with 9 entrances

Caves reported in each
physiographic region

Cumberland Plateau: 2709 caves
Ridge and Valley: 442 caves
Highland Rim: 133 caves
Gulf Coast: 48 caves
Piedmont: 6 caves
Unclassified: 72 caves

Breakdown of Alabama caves
by length and depth

Length (in feet)
Length 0-100: 1615
Length 101-500: 1104
Length 501-1000: 283
Length 1001-2000: 160
Length 2001-3000: 86
Length 3001-4000: 4
Length 4001-5000: 26
Length 5001-6000: 24
Length 6001-7000: 15
Length 7001-8000: 6
Length 8001-9000: 5
Length 9001-10000: 4
Length 10001-20000: 31
Length 20001-30000: 3
Length 30001-40000: 4
Length 40001-50000: 0
Length 50000+: 2

Depth (in feet)
Depth 0-50: 1993
Depth 51-100: 948
Depth 101-150: 237
Depth 151-200: 106
Depth 201-250: 45
Depth 251-300: 19
Depth 301-350: 11
Depth 351-400: 6
Depth 401-450: 17
Depth 451-500: 11
Depth 501-550: 13
Depth 551-600: 3
Depth 601+: 1

Counties with known caves
County Total Vertical (one or more pits)
Jackson 1526 998
Madison 460 291
Marshall 332 153
Morgan 299 90
DeKalb 106 42
Lawrence 106 28
Etowah 102 33
Blount 90 28
Colbert 64 19
Lauderdale 63 16
Bibb 41 4
St Clair 31 8
Jefferson 28 3
Limestone 27 3
Calhoun 26 2
Clarke 24 1
Franklin 22 9
Monroe 11
Cherokee 10 1
Shelby 9 5
Talladega 9 2
Cullman 4
Wilcox 4 1
Conecuh 3 3
Butler 2
Marion 2
Tuscaloo 2
Chilton 1 1
Chocktaw 1
Covington 1
Crenshaw 1
Lowndes 1
Perry 1
Pike 1 1

History of the Alabama Cave Survey ● Varnedoe/Moss

Alabama Cave Statistics
by Tom Moss

For the 1997 survey the highest Alabama Cave Survey number was 3,504, but due to retired cave numbers there are actu-
ally 3 , 4 1 0 qualifying caves in Alabama. The following statistics omit 34 new caves that are not yet entered into the database.
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The GSS, one of the nation’s oldest cave surveys, has
been in existence since 1966. Its goals and objectives were
initially set down by its two co-founders, Richard W.
Schreiber and Elizabeth A. Ferguson. Richard Schreiber’s
1970 description of the GSS’s purpose still guides the cur-
rent organization’s membership: 
Goals and Purposes of the GSS

“The GSS was founded on the principles of exploration,
study and conservation of Georgia caves. The total collection
of scientific data on Georgia’s caves is the intended purpose
of the GSS. Geologic, biologic, and hydrologic data along
with size and extent information is now being collected to
provide much valuable data for future detailed speleological
research in Georgia.

Initially, the GSS has been involved in the locating, cat-
aloging, exploration and survey of Georgia’s caves. This was
the logical starting point because of the general make-up of
the state’s many caves. A framework was necessary in order
to support geologic, biologic and hydrologic data collecting
for use later in speleological research projects. Thus most of
the Survey’s early years of history were devoted to locating
and surveying all known Georgia caves. This was also due to
the limited size of the GSS working force.

As support for the GSS and its projects increased, geo-
logic, biologic, and hydrologic data was also collected. This
was made possible through the participation of qualified
speleologists trained to observe and collect such data. Thus
the realization of the GSS’s goal of total collection of scien-
tific data on Georgia’s caves was now beginning to be ful-
filled.

The GSS believes in working and co-operating with
interested scientists and speleologists in the mutual
exchange of scientific and speleological data. This has been
particularly true with the biological aspects of Georgia’s
caves. Collecting of bones as well as living specimens for
identification and dating has been an important contribution
to the development of Georgia speleology. Thus far, howev-
er, complete co-operation on the part of scientific groups
exchanging information with the GSS has not been realized.
Hence the goal of total data for the Georgia speleological
community has not been attained. However, the prospects
for improvement of this situation look optimistic for the

future.
Conservation of Georgia’s many fine caves has been a

goal of the GSS from its start. Conservation policies and
techniques have been stressed to all GSS workers and asso-
ciates and others with whom the GSS has come in contact
with during its many activities. Withholding cave locations
from less responsible individuals and groups from the gener-
al public has also been an important conservation policy of
the GSS from its start. Working with responsible groups on
cave clean-up projects has been another important contribu-
tion to Georgia cave conservation.

The GSS, through its active exploration, study, and con-
servation of Georgia’s many fine caves, is making its contri-
bution to the scientific community and furthering the devel-
opment of Georgia Speleology. These are the goals and pur-
poses of the GSS.”

The GSS has and continues to be true to its stated prin-
cipals of “exploration, study and conservation of Georgia
caves.”  Its activities are chronicled annually in the GSS
Bulletin and copies of all mapped Georgia caves are pub-
lished in its mapbook. The Survey has made extensive use of
computers to store Georgia’s speleological data and maps. 

Membership in the GSS is welcome to all NSS mem-
bers. Those with a special interest in Georgia’s caves, or
those that just want to be involved with the “exploration,
study or conservation” of caves should contact one of the
executive committee for membership details. The executive
committee as of March 20, 1998 is : 
C h a i r m a n / E d i t o r: Brian Williamson, 4690 Springgate
Drive, Powder Springs, Georgia 30073,
brianwilliamson@compuserve.com
Vice Chairman: Jerry Wallace, P.O. Box 152, Rising Fawn,
Georgia 30738
Secretary: Kenneth Huffines, 356 O‘brian Drive, Stone
Mountain, Georgia 30088, khuffines@lithonia.com
Treasurer: Carl Anderson, 2465 Drew Valley Road, Atlanta,
Georgia 30319, candrsn@mindspring.com

The Georgia S peleological Sur vey
by Brian Williamson NSS 28660

1997 Chairman
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Number of entrances
There are 627 known cave entrances in Georgia:

487 caves with 1 entrance
100 caves with 2 entrances
24 caves with 3 entrances
9 caves with 4 entrances
5 caves with 5 entrances
2 caves with 6 entrances

Caves reported in each
physiographic region

Atlantic Coastal Plain: 9
Cumberland Plateau: 245
Gulf Coastal Plain: 24
Piedmont: 8
Unaka and Blue Ridge: 11
Valley & Ridge 179
Unclassified: 11

Breakdown of Georgia caves
by length and depth

Length (in feet)
Length 0-30: 68
Length 31-50: 58
Length 51-100: 122
Length 101+: 239

Depth (in feet)
Depth 0-50: 383
Depth 51-100: 75
Depth 101+: 29

List of Top 8 Counties with Known Caves
County Total
Dade 151
Walker 136
Floyd 30
Bartow 29
Gordon 25
Catoosa 20
Chatooga 19
Polk 13

423 or 86.6% ofGACaves

Georgia Speleological Society ● Williamson

Georgia Cave Statistics
by Carl Anderson

In 1997, Georgia had 487 caves recorded.
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“Yo! Yo! Yo!” “Over Here!” “Does it go?” “How deep
is it?”  These sounds and questions often echo across the val-
leys and mountainsides of TAG as groups of dedicated ridge-
walkers look for caves.  Of the 10,000 plus reported caves in
Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia (TAG), a majority were
found by the method of ridgewalking.  Equipped with caving
gear, digging tools, hammers, pry bars, and other devices,
ridgewalkers are ready for almost anything they find.
Looking for caves becomes almost as exciting as caving
itself.  We are always in search of the ever-elusive “virgin
cave.”

Although ridgewalking can be done any time of year,
winter proves to be most popular. Visibility in the woods is
high and the condensation of moist air discharging from
some caves often yields a plum of vapor raising from an
entrance.  These plumes can be easily spotted, sometimes at
a great distance.

Cave entrances can be found almost anywhere on the
mountainside in TAG.  Because of the geologic setting; how-
ever, the majority of entrances are located at specific eleva-
tions in the Cumberland Plateau.   In the Valley and Ridge
and Coastal Plain, cave hunting is somewhat more random.
When looking for caves in these provinces, it is best to con-
sult a geologic map to find limestone and begin your search
there.

In the Cumberland Plateau province, a classic situation
for cave development occurs.  The topography of the
Cumberland Plateau consists of 800 feet of limestone capped
with 200 feet of sandstone and shale.  (These figures vary
from area to area).  Precipitation that falls on the sandstone
and shale located at the top of the plateau, creates surface
streams which sink upon reaching the thick limestones along
the plateau margins. 

These Mississippian-aged limestones are composed of
five major units (top to bottom): Pennington Formation,
Bangor Limestone, Monteagle Limestone, St Louis
Limestone, and the Warsaw Limestone.  Several of these
units are separated by impervious layers that can direct
groundwater to the surface, forming springs.  These imper-
vious layers are related to changes in lithology and are
referred to as “contacts.”  Water from these contact springs
flow over the impervious layer only to disappear into the
limestone below.  For example, between the Pennington
Formation and the Bangor Limestone, there is a dolomitic

layer that is often impregnated with thick chert nodules.
This is the highest contact in this region and the most impor-
tant when looking for deep caves.  There is also an impervi-
ous layer called the Hartselle Formation which separates the
Bangor and Monteagle Limestone.  The Hartselle Formation
varies regionally from a thick sandstone to a thin shale layer
and can even be absent in some areas.  Where the Hartselle
outcrops as a thick sandstone, cave density may be high.

The best cave to find are those that begin at the Bangor-
Pennington contact, penetrates the Hartselle Formation, and
ends at the spring resurgence 500 feet below the upper
entrance.  Deep pits can often be found just below either of
the contacts.  Long horizontal caves are usually found in the
Monteagle Limestone, close to the valley floor.

In most of the Cumberland Plateau, the geologic units
are fairly level or have a very slight regional dip to the east.
If a group can locate the contact they want to walk, it is easy
to contour around the mountainside at roughly the same ele-
vation over long distances.  This is important because the
contact can become covered with overburden, in which case
it would be easy to loose.  If someone in the group is
assigned to maintain a consistent elevation, the contact is
easily relocated where it outcrops again.  Contacts are usual-
ly associated with level “benches” on the mountainside and
walking on or near the “bench” is another way to stay in the
zone where caves are most often found.

In the early days of TAG ridgewalking, groups would
only look at the large entrances, of which there were many.
They often walked past small entrances and digs.  Caves like
Valhalla, Neversink and Fern were the easy ones.  As the

Cave Hunting in T AG
by Alan Cressler NSS 24392

Veteran caver Marion O. Smith in his natural setting, a TAG dig. 
(Photo by Debby Johnson)
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sport increased in popularity, most entrances of any size
were located.  At present, most of the entrances found are
nothing more than small holes that have to be enlarged by
digging.  This is true in the heart of the main Cumberland
Plateau; however, in some of the outlying areas, large cave
entrances are occasionally found.  An example of this is
Crabtree Saltpeter Cave, which was located by cavers in
1997 and has an entrance 90 feet wide and 20 feet high.

Finding caves in the Cumberland Plateau of TA G
requires knowledge of the geology, luck and hard work.
Here is the formula for finding new caves:

● Join the state cave survey and obtain current location
data.

● Consult a USGS 7.5-minute topographic map (or digital
version) with all known caves plotted.  You don’t want
to relocate a known cave.  

● Pick a section of the mountainside with few known
caves.  Remember, this could mean that no one has
looked for caves in that area or someone has looked and
there are no caves.  Look for clues on the map like sink-
holes, disappearing streams, springs and contour distor-
tions.  Even if a cave is not actually associated with the
feature, they indicate that an area is favorable for cave
development.  It may also be advisable to re-walk an
area that was walked a long time ago since many areas
have received only a cursory inspection in the search for
the big entrances.  It may be that the original walkers
only looked at a limited part of the mountain.  If you
decide to walk a section of the mountain with a concen-
tration of known caves, don’t think that everything has
been found.  For example, Blunder Hole in Jackson
County, Alabama  — this 450-foot deep cave, found by
cavers in 1994, was located within 50 feet of two known
caves.

● Choose a nice cold winter day. This is important for sev-
eral reasons:  increased visibility, the visible vapor
plumes from blowing entrances, and so your friends
won’t leave the walk early because they overheated on
the way up the mountain.  Ridgewalking in the warm
months is gaining in popularity due to an increase in the
number of large hunting clubs controlling access to land
during the fall and winter months.  Since hunting is a
cold weather sport, most hunting clubs relax their “No
Trespassing” policy during the summer months.  Extra
precautions must be taken to avoid heat-related injury,
insects, poisonous plants, and poisonous snakes.  Groups
are often forced to travel at a slower pace and extra
attention is necessary because of reduced visibility.

Summer is also the best time to walk near the mountain
base.  Valley floor horizontal caves are often blowing
very cold air that can be felt from many feet away.

● Gather several of your closest friends; the more the bet-
ter. The contact zone can be wide so the more people
looking, the better the chance of finding something.

● In your cave pack, in addition to normal speleogear,
carry tools for digging, hammering and prying.  Most
likely you are going to find a small entrance that will
need modification.  Be sure to carry the topographic map
or a photocopy, a compass or GPS unit, and flagging
tape.  All of these will help ensure you can relocate your
find.

● Locate the contact you wish to walk.  This may be hard
at first; it may be covered with overburden.  The Bangor-
Hartselle-Monteagle contact is usually about 200 to 250
feet above the valley floor and the Bangor-Pennington
contact is usually 400 to 500 feet above the valley floor.
These figures, of course, vary by area.

● Once you have located the contact, spread your group
out in a line perpendicular to the slope and within sight
of each other.  Be sure to designate someone that will
always maintain the correct elevation.  Contour around
the mountain.  If you keep everyone in this formation
very little will be missed.  Have one or more people
above and below the contact because entrances can
occur anywhere in this zone.

This is the correct way to look for the concentrated caves
in the Cumberland Plateau.  Remember, cave entrances can be
found walking up the mountain to the contact or at the valley
f l o o r, so keep your eyes open.

Cave Hunting in TAG ● Cressler



Nickajack Cave, Tennessee
Of all the southeastern caves visited by Civil War sol-

diers, Nickajack is by far the most famous. By 1861, it
already had a lengthy bibliography, receiving notices in a
number of gazetteers, magazines, and histories. Its huge
entrance, within view of trains passing along the Nashville
and Chattanooga Railroad, made it the cave most seen, if not
actually entered, of the entire Confederacy.

Native Americans used the cave for various purposes,
but investigations by trained archaeologist were never con-
ducted. Just before it was flooded, an untrained examiner
found “bits of ancient pottery, weapons, implements, uten-
sils, as well as bones and teeth from burial spots in the cav-
ern.” One aboriginal name for the cave was Te-calla-see, but
the white man’s designation for it has been in use since the
late eighteenth century. About 1780, a hostile band of
Cherokees raided the white settlements in middle Tennessee.
A free negro or mulatto, John “Jack” Civil, who depending
on the story, either voluntarily surrendered or was captured
and was taken to their towns near Chickamauga Creek north
of present day Chattanooga. Acouple years later, these habi-
tations were abandoned, and the Chickamaugas moved fur-
ther west. One of their new centers was near the cave, and
since Jack Civil was there, it became known as “Nigger-
Jack’s town,” with the appellation also applying to the cave.
Over time, the name became corrupted to Nicojack, Nick-a-
jack, or Nickajack. 

In 1788, the Chickamaugas captured a young man
named Joseph Brown (1772 to 1868) and killed members of
his family. In a year or so he was freed in a prisoner
exchange. The Chickamagas continued their raids to such an
extent that the whites in 1794 raised a force which surprised
and destroyed their principal towns at Nickajack and
Running Water. Brown was the guide for this expedition
which was headed by James Ore (1762 to 1812), an East
Tennessee merchant. Jack Civil (died c. 1805) escaped, but
50 to 70 braves were killed. This attack ended the war ten-
dencies of this branch of the Cherokees.

Within a few years the Cherokees adopted a govern-
mental system imitative of the United States and set up their
own Nation — controlling a large portion of the Southeast.
Eventually, they permitted skilled white artisans to work
within their territory. In 1801, Return J. Meigs (1740 to
1823) was appointed Federal agent to the Cherokees. Later
that same year, he gave permission to Joseph Reed (died

1830), a Revolutionary War veteran from Grainger County,
Tennessee, “to go to Nickajack to make an Essay [sic] of
extracting Salt Petre.” Reed did work there for a while, but
encountered financial difficulties and was forced to quit.
Two years later James Ore, the same man who led the 1790s
raid, was also permitted to make saltpeter in the Cherokee
Nation. He primarily worked Nickajack Cave, where he also
established a grist mill and tavern, residing in the vicinity
until his death.

In the spring of 1861, Robert Cravens, a Chattanooga
businessman, became a saltpeter contractor with the State of
Tennessee. Besides working his own Lookout Cave, he
revived mining operations at Nickajack Cave, reporting in
May of 1861 that there were 20 functioning hoppers there. 

Eleven months later, the Confederate Congress created
the Nitre Bureau “to inaugurate and prosecute a system for
the efficient working” of saltpeter caves. Nickajack was still
being mined either for Cravens or by persons he encouraged.
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History of Selected Southeastern Caves
By Marion O. Smith NSS 9164

Fricks Cave, Georgia has not been visited by more than Gray bats. Through
the years, Native Americans, Civil War soldiers and church groups have
enjoyed the cave. (Photo by John “JV” Van Swearingen)



But disruptions soon took place. On May 1, 1862, following
the first occupation of Huntsville, a Union detachment under
Lieutenant Colonel J. Warren Keifer (1836 to 1932) of the
3rd Ohio Infantry, crossed the Tennessee River at
Bridgeport, “broke up the kettles” at the cave, and captured
one man. By the 25th of the same month, the kettles were
replaced and saltpeter manufacture resumed. But on June 5
another Federal Force, under Colonel Joshua W. Sill (1831 to
1862), moved from Bellefonte,  Alabama, up the Tennessee.
The next day they reached “a point opposite Shellmound,”
the station on the railroad a half mile from Nickajack, and
opened fire on two Confederate cannon, driving “the rebels
from their guns.” This scare again caused a cessation of min-
ing at the cave. 

Before long, however, the Nitre Bureau took over the
operations at Nickajack Cave and worked it with govern-
ment laborers. Surviving payrolls from August 1862 to July
1863 indicate that the number of white employees each
month fluctuated from 41 to 69. In some months as many as
a dozen slaves were also employed. Superintendents were
successively Samuel S. Hardbarger, James M. Monk, and Eli
Price. John R. Hopkins, who had earlier worked at Lookout
Cave, was a carpenter at Nickajack. About 500 feet inside
the cave, in an unflooded alcove, where “small hoppers”
were built, he scratched his name, the date “December
1862,” and the notation, “a mechanic in the employ of the
C.S. Nitre Bureau.” It is not known how much saltpeter was
made at Nickajack, but it must have been considerable.
Many of the later soldier accounts allude to the extent of the
saltpeter works.

While undoubtedly many Confederate soldiers visited
Nickajack, so far no in-depth accounts of their sojourns have
been found. On June 13, 1861, Private Robert A. Moore
(1838 to 1863), Company B, 17th Mississippi Infantry,
inspected the cave, where “They were making saltpeter at
the rate of 100 lbs. per day.” He only “went 1/4 mile in it,”
but declared “it was one of the grandest sights I ever saw.”
Fourteen months later, William N. Thompson (born c. 1839)
of the 3rd Georgia Cavalry, with several companions, also
“went in it a quarter of a mile.” They were rather timid, and
although they had “two or three torches,” they did not go far
for fear of getting lost. 

From late August 1863 until the end of the war,
Nickajack was within Union lines. It was during this period
that hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers, officers and pri-
vates alike, examined its wonders. Many ventured inside
only a short distance, while others probed much farther.
There are many allusions to the cave or reports of visits in
regimental histories, diaries, and memoirs. At least two gen-
erals left written evidence of their tours. Brigadier General

John W. Geary (1819 to 1873) in October 1863, after a ram-
ble in the cave with his son, called it “one of the most prodi-
gious grottos known upon the Continent.” Ten months later,
with a surgeon and a lieutenant colonel, Major General
Robert H. Milroy (1816 to 1890) went a great distance in it,
“clambering over broken precipices and crags and chasms.”

Narratives by northern soldiers of their jaunts into the
cave are varied in detail. Some are short, others long.
Lieutenant Marcus Woodcock (1842 to 1914), a Tennessean
in the 9th Kentucky Infantry, on September 4, 1863, “went
in a little beyond the reach of daylight,” but because he did
not have his own torch he “did not venture further.” Late the
next month, First Lieutenant Chesley A. Mosman, already
noted as a visitor to Lookout Cave and a cave near Running
Water Bridge, left a lengthy sketch of his trip:

I went to see Negro Jacks Cave, or Nickajacks, as
some call it. It is on the north slope of a moun-
tain, one half miles from the River... The cave
was used for the manufacturer of powder by the
enemy, and there are a lot of hoppers, kettles,
buckets and troughs in the mouth of the cave
which had been used by them to get salt-petre...
The mouth... can be seen for several hundred
yards before one gets to it. It is a hole... 80 yards
wide... and 30 feet high. A creek 35 feet wide
flows out of the mouth.., with a very swift current
into a sinkhole or basin and then turns west and
runs underground for 40 yards and reappears as a
surface stream. A mill had been built near where
it comes to the surface with a dam across the
creek to secure a head of water, for the mill,
which turns the wheel. The mill has been torn
down and only the wreck of it remains. The dam
is intact. The stream flows to your right as one
enters the cave. The banks of the stream as you
go further into the cave, on the left, rise till it
reaches the ledge of rock that forms the roof or
ceiling... For some 30 yards, the bed of the
stream as you go in is filled with rocks from two
tons to 50 pounds in weight, and the water flows
under and through and between them. After get-
ting in 30 yards, the channel is clear. I secured a
torch of pitch pine and went along the left bank
of the stream about 300 yards and found my way
blocked. There was a bridge over the stream
about 100 yards from the mouth. I went back and
crossed over it and climbed and stumbled over
the rocks for another 100 yards so they must have
done a large business. The parties manufacturing
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the salt petre had large numbers of troughs... That
is split a log 12 to 15 feet long into halves and
make two troughs by hollowing out each half... I
got one of these, launched it in the water and
built a fire on the end of it, which was not hol-
lowed out. Then securing a board for a paddle I
sat in the other end and paddled up stream one
third of a mile, sending my canoe fire end first.
The stream was 30 feet wide and swift and I had
to paddle vigorously to make head against it. The
arched rough overhead was sometimes so low
that I crouched down although it was two or three
(feet) above me. At other places from 20 to 30
feet above and in many places huge pieces of
rock hung down like dirty discolored icicles from
the ceiling. I could not touch bottom with my
paddle which was five feet long. The cavern and
stream were grand even by my dim torch light.
Generally the banks were rocky and precipitous,
occasionally sandy... I turned round and floated
back on the current...

Probably exaggerating the distances traversed,
Adjutant Orlando L. French (1829 to 1905) of the 75th
Illinois Infantry wrote his wife about a trip which must have
followed Mosman’s by only a few days:

At the mouth... were the boilers and pans
used in evaporating... and from the first,
were the triangular troughs and boxes for
leaching the dirt—these extended in one-
fourth mile, built in a row, continuously
along the side was a plank walk, bridging
chasms and yawning gulfs.... Having pro-
vided ourselves with candles, we passed in
beyond these works—Major [James A.]
Watson, Col. [P. Sidney] Post and one
member of his staff and myself comprised
the party. The width of the cave continued
about the same... Arrived at the end of the
tracks, we found an almost perpendicular
descent... but... we went... in something
over half a mile until the stream covered
the entire width of the cavern. 

A late September 1863, newspaper story claimed that
“two of the boys of the 72nd Indiana regiment who entered
the cave on a “reconnoitering expedition,” lost their way...
and were unable to get out. They remained in the cavern for
two days and nights, and were finally rescued... by means of

a brass band playing through the long ventilated chambers.”
But the unluckiest soldier was Sergeant Samuel McElvaine,
Company D, 10th Indiana Infantry. On the 5th of the same
month, a number of his company “entered the cave, near the
mouth of which was a chasm and a single plank laid across.
The chasm was about 10 feet wide and 30 feet deep. While
they were going in some were coming out... McElvaine...
stepped to one side to allow another to pass him, but missed
his footing and fell to the bottom, sustaining internal injuries
which caused his death on the 8th.”

Numerous names from Union soldiers survive on the
walls of Nickajack. These include representatives from the
38th and 99th Ohio, 3rd and 21st Kentucky, 98th Illinois,
137th New York, 133d Indiana, and 111th Pennsylvania
infantry regiments. Many others have not been deciphered,
and of course, more lie below the water line. 

Nickajack’s entrance was photographed either during
or soon after the advance of Rosecrans’army. By November
26, 1863, Agustus S. Morse and Peaskee of the Nashville
“Gallery of the Cumberland” were advertising their “Fine
Landscape” views, which included “Ruins of Saltpetre
Works” and “Salt Peter Cave.” One of these images was
eventually published in The Photographic History of the
Civil War (1911).

After the war, Nickajack Cave was a popular site for
picnics and the destination for many riverboat excursionists
from Chattanooga. In 1878, the cave’s owner, James W.
McReynolds (1836 to 1899) gave public notice that a “plat-
form” had “been executed in the cave for the use of those
who dance” and that “Guides with suitable boats” would “be
in attendance each Thursday.” Round trip boat fares to
Shellmound from Chattanooga during the 1880s typically
cost fifty cents to a dollar for an adult and twenty-five to fifty
cents for those under fifteen. But not all visitors were mere
joyseekers. In 1881, Edward D. Cope and Alpheus S.
Packard, Jr. published “The Fauna of Nickajack Cave,”
which in 1903 was enlarged upon by William P. Hay of
Howard University, Washington, DC.

During the twentieth century, there were two commer-
cialization efforts at Nickajack. The first began November
1926, when Laurin S. Ashley (1893 to 1938), an Indiana
native and University of Illinois graduate, with the coopera-
tion of the McReynolds family who were still the owners,
offered boat rides through the cave twice a day, at 9:45 a.m.
and at 2:30 p.m. The next summer, in order to attract the
media and in turn, more customers, Ashley created a great
hoax by pretending to enter the cave on a solo exploration
effort and getting “lost” for six days. He claimed he was
trapped by “falling rock” which he dug through to exit via an
obscure entrance “in Castle Rock gulch... eight miles” away.
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Beginning in the late 1930s, Leo B. Lambert (1895 to
1950) tried for about a decade to develop the cave. His 1946
brochure reasonably stated that the entrance was 172 feet
wide and 62 feet high and that in 1940 he had personally dis-
covered the huge stalagmite called “Mr. Big.” Then there
were some inflated assertions. The 36-person capacity elec-
tric tourist boats made the “three mile” round trip in one hour
and touched three states, while in actuality the ride was about
a half mile and only Tennessee and a small part of Alabama
were traversed.

Eventually, the Tennessee Valley Authority made plans
to replace the “old, inefficient Hales Bar Dam” on the
Tennessee River with another containment a few miles
downstream. While construction at the new site was in
progress, TVA also made the most accurate map of the cave
ever attempted, attaining a length of 7,898 feet and a vertical
extent of 111 feet. Finally, in December 1967, Nickajack
Dam was closed and the celebrated cave named for Jack
Civil was flooded. But even that did not end its “history.” In
1992, a man who illegally scuba dived into the cave was res-
cued only after TVA officials were persuaded to drop the
lake level.

Monteagle Saltpeter Cave, Tennessee
This 6,086 foot long cave is east of the west bound

uphill lanes of Interstate 24, at the base of Monteagle
Mountain. It is probably the cave mined in 1816 by a white
man named McMase, who had obtained a permit from the
Cherokee National for that purpose. An ample cavern, the
“main part” averages “30 or 40 feet in width and 15 or 20
feet in height,” with “a number of side passages... almost as
large.” Other avenues are narrow; and in summary, the cave
“winds about very much.” 

During the Civil War it was mined again. It was possi-
bly the site where George D. L. Marr (c. 1834-1877) of
Clarksville, Tennessee, obtained saltpeter to fulfill a contract
he made prior to October 1, 1861, with the Tennessee
Military and Financial Board. But there is no doubt it was
worked by the Confederate Nitre Bureau from at least
September 1862 until July 1863, under the name Battle
Creek Cave. Eight payrolls have survived, revealing that the
monthly force of white laborers ranged from 15 to 45 men,
including a number of Georgians and many local residents.
The superintendents were W. Park Woodall, September
1862; D. M. Anderson, October 1862 through January 1863;
and James M. Monk, February through July 1863. During
September through October 1862, a slave named Henry
belonging to Marr, was also employed.

The confederates abandoned the cave “on approach of
[the] enemy” and many of the laborers reassembled at

Kingston, Georgia. Superintendent Monk was paid $2.50 a
day for “10 days services removing Nitre tools from Battle
Creek Cave” July1 through 6 and 28 through 31, 1863.

At the end of August 1863, General George H.
Thomas, commander of the Union army’s 14th Corps,
reported the result of a raid to Battle Creek Cave by unspec-
ified men from General John M. Brannan’s division:

[A] party of mounted men were sent to salt peter cave
and works in Harris’ [now Cave] Cove, Marion
County, Tennessee, and destroyed the buildings and
apparatus erected there by the so-called Confederate
Government. They found in and near the cave the fol-
lowing enumerated property, which was destroyed: 7
log houses, formerly used as offices, barracks of the
conscripts, etc; 1 log shed, 7 large furnaces-kettles, 1
bridge, leading from the foot of the hill to the entrance
of the cave. They also destroyed a large number of
hoppers (about 40) and troughs, ladders, etc., in the
cave. The 7 furnace-kettles were found buried near the
entrance of the cave. 

Perhaps the Federals were not as thorough as General
Thomas indicated. An observer in 1917 noted that the cave
still had “at least 25 or 30 old hoppers that were used in
obtaining the niter from the earth” and “three or four tons of
earth are heaped up in each of them.”

Since then the hoppers have been obliterated by hordes
of unappreciative visitors. Monteagle Saltpeter has the unen-
viable reputation as one of Tennessee’s most abused caves. 

Crownover Saltpeter Cave, Tennessee
Crownover Saltpeter is probably the best known cave

in the Tennessee portion of Crow Creek Valley. The crawl
entrance, some 140 vertical feet above Highway 56, opens
into a series of spacious passages which were mapped (by
Gerald Moni and others) during the early 1970s to a distance
of 14,255 feet. The front several hundred feet have been
mined for saltpeter, but when and by whom is not now
known.

During the Civil War, soldiers from units guarding the
nearby railroad visited the cave and sometimes left their
names on the walls. The following inscriptions have been
found:  “Kirkpatrick 1864 Co. I 138 Regt.” “Georg e
Reynolds 1864,” and “Co G 20 C.V. C. E. Fowler.” George
W. Kirkpatrick (born c. 1843) from Huntington County,
Indiana, served as a corporal in the 138th Indiana Infantry,
May 27 through September 30, 1864. Reynolds (c. 1840 to
1865) from Spaulding, Michigan, was a private in Company
C, 29th Michigan Infantry, August 24, 1864, until his death
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from disease March 25, just before the end of the war. He is
buried in the National Cemetery at Murfreesboro. Charles
Edward Fowler (1841 to 1883), a New Haven grocer before
the war, was a sergeant in the 20th Connecticut Infantry. He
had a skill as a draughtsman and occasionally was detailed to
headquarters of the Army of the Cumberland. During part of
1864 he “was stationed at Lookout Mountain where he was
engaged in the preparation of plans of hospitals and various
other engineering works.” After the war, he briefly resided at
Indianapolis before returning to Connecticut in 1867. In
1869, he became New Haven’s first city engineer (then
called city surveyor) and held the position until this death. 

Talley Ditch Cave, Alabama
Talley Ditch Cave was apparently named for a channel

depicted on a topographic map. The spelling should have
been “Tally” since the ditch and the cave are on the old John
B. Tally property. The cave is a resurgence during high
water, has five entrances, and is 11,715 feet long. However,
the most accessible zone is the generally spacious 1,500-foot
section between the roadside and spring entrances. The pri-
mary attraction of the cave during the Civil War was its
water, although there is a tradition that the Tally family hid
their silverware “deep” within its recesses to prevent the
Union soldiers from finding it.

The cave was visited by soldiers during General
Rosecrans’advance in the summer of 1863 and sporadically
in 1864 by railroad guards. On August 19, 1863, the 18th
Ohio and 19th Illinois, both attached to the second brigade of
General Negley’s division, began a ten-day camp “at a
spring close to and east of the railroad and [Crow] creek, 3.5
miles from Stevenson.” Even though the distance from the
two was underestimated, the vicinity of Tally Ditch Cave is
the most likely site for the camp of these two regiments.
General Negley himself and other regiments were camped
closer to Stevenson at another “Cave Spring” which proba-
bly corresponds to Collins Spring.

There is Civil War graffiti in Talley Ditch Cave, but
none that is known from either of Negley’s regiments. So far,
only the initials “JB” have been found with an 1863 date.
Some of the wartime names have been covered with mud by
well-intentioned cavers wishing to erase vandalism. Other
legible dates include July 18 and August 3, 1864, which have
no conclusive linked names, although “Neal D? Bireley”
may go with the former. However, in one section down-
stream from the roadside entrance, a number of initials are
smoked on the ceiling, along with “B. Simanton 138 IND
Co. H” and J.L. Scott Co. F 138.”

The 138th Indiana Infantry existed only from May 27
until September 30, 1864, and its sole duty was to be part of

General Robert H. Milroy’s “defenses of the Nashville and
Chattanooga Railroad.” Brevet Simanton (1847 to 1918), a
native of Erie County, New York, enlisted as a private from
St. Joseph County, Indiana. After the war, he moved to Falls
City, Nebraska, married Helen M. Baldwin in 1871, and
became the father of five children. John L. Scott (c. 1839 to
1900) was from Wabash, Indiana, and captain of his compa-
ny. Later, he was also a captain in the 153rd Indiana from
February 18 to September 4, 1865. After the war, he moved
to Defiance, Ohio, married Helen B. Brown in 1869, and
became a dentist.

Fricks Cave, Georgia
This stream cave, with its picturesque primary

entrance, was undoubtedly known by Native Americans, and
afterwards quickly “discovered” by white settlers. The old-
est surviving names on its walls were scrawled by 1845 and
1851 visitors, and until it was surveyed in 1975-1976, two
entrances with a little over a mile of passage were known.
During the mapping project, about 2,200 feet of virgin pas-
sage and a third entrance were found. The total surveyed
length tallied 7,772 feet.

The cave obtained its name from the Fricks family
who became the owners just before the Civil War. John
Fricks (1809 to 1876) acquired the property in mid-1859,
and in February 1861, sold it to his son, Flavius J. Fricks
(1839 to 1923). This son and his brother John D. Fricks
(1844 to 1882) seem to have had some interest in the cave,
judging by the 1861 and 1862 dates they left on the walls.
They apparently entered it a number of times and explored at
least a half-mile of the main trunk. F.J. Fricks became Junior
2nd lieutenant, Company E, 39th Georgia Infantry, CSA. But
his heart was not in the southern war effort. After being cap-
tured on March 4, 1862, and paroled at Vicksburg, he desert-
ed while on furlough October 1, 1863. 

In 1863, several Union soldiers entered the cave and
left their names: Horace R. Abbott, M.V. Dickey, J.B.
Jacobs, J. Kelley, and W.R. McCann. Only Abbott (1843 to
1927) gave his regiment and consequently, thus far, he is the
only one who has been positively identified. He was from
Zanesville, Ohio and before the war, had been a clerk. From
August 1861 to October 1864, he served as corporal to
Sergeant Major, Company E, 2nd Ohio Infantry, then was
promoted to first lieutenant and adjutant of the 180th Ohio
Infantry. He was captured at the battle of Chickamauga and
imprisoned at Belle Isle, Virginia. He escaped nearly two
months later and  published a pamphlet about it in 1889. His
last years were spent in Washington, DC. Also in the 2nd
Ohio Infantry were Private John Kelley (born c. 1831) of
Company B and Sergeant James Kelly (c. 1836 to 1864) of
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Company H, but their names are so common it is impossible
to know if one of them was the cave visitor. The soldier’s
spelean excursion almost certainly took place during the
week preceding the bloody fighting of September 19 and 20.
The 2nd Ohio belonged to Colonel Benjamin F. Scribner’s
brigade, General Absalom Baird’s division, 14th Corps. On
the 13th this brigade was in “Camp near Cassandra,
Georgia,” a small community with a post office not far from
Fricks Cave.

In 1885, F.J. Fricks “cleaned out a room” in the cave
for “storing... sweet potatoes,” a practice which was contin-
ued by subsequent owners until at least 1966. The cave was
also a site for picnics for many years. A Cassandra Sunday
School class in July 1892 and a youth group from
Kensington on July 4, 1904, are two such outings noted in
the local paper. Many others toured the cave, including per-
sons from as far away as Illinois. By 1948 National
Speleological Society members began their investigations of
this popular grotto. 

In late spring 1997, the Southeastern Cave
Conservancy Inc., bought Fricks Cave to protect endangered
Gray bats. The cave is now permanently closed to all recre-
ational visitation. 

Horseskull Cave, Alabama
Across the Tennessee River from Bridgeport, at the

base of Sand Mountain, is the straightforward and predomi-
nately walking sized Horseskull Cave. It has a sizable
entrance, with a 25-foot climbdown, and surveyed passages
totaling 2,946 feet. During the last year of the Civil War, a
number of soldiers from three Ohio units visited the cave and
at least 14 left their names on its walls.

The Ohio organizations represented were Battery B,
1st Light Artillery, and the 82nd and 184th infantry regi-
ments. Battery B took part in the Chickamauga-Chattanooga
campaigns. Afterwards, on December 4, 1863, it was sent to
Nashville where it remained until March 1864. Then from
the 26th of that month until July 1, 1865, it was part of the
garrison at Bridgeport. The 82nd served in the East before
being shifted to the relief of Rosecrans after his
Chickamauga defeat. It was on duty at Bridgeport and in
Georgia’s Lookout Valley from October through November
1863 before reenlisting to become a veteran regiment. In
spring 1864, before participating in the Atlanta campaign, it
was among those regiments “performing guard duty” along
the railroad “from Bridgeport to Wauhatchie” near
Chattanooga. The 184th was formed later in the war,
February 21, 1865, and was immediately sent to Nashville.
On March 21 it was transferred to Bridgeport, where it also
guarded the railroad toward Chattanooga, until July 16 when

it was ordered back near Nashville. 
Soldier names on the walls of Horseskull Cave include

B. Sarles, A. Burton, F. Flick, A. Cain, and J. Bluim from
Battery B.; A. P. Cutting, and J. S. Snow from the 82nd reg-
iment, the former with an April l2, 1864 date; and George H.
Houston of the 184th regiment. Some of these men have
been more fully identified, which the following sketches will
illustrate:

Jacob Bluim (1844-1918), a Cleveland, Ohio native,
was a clerk before serving as a private from September
5, 1861 to July 22, 1865. After the war, he briefly lived
in Brooklyn before returning to Cleveland. He married
Johannah Louisa Edelman on September 1, 1868 and
they eventually had three sons and one daughter.
During the 1870s, he was a grocer and by 1881 he was
clerk of the city infirmary. In 1902, he moved to South
Euclid, a suburb of Cleveland. 

Alanson P. Cutting (1832-1920) was born in what is
now Wyandotte County, Ohio, reared on a farm, and
received a common school education. On October 2,
1860, he married Mary Anna Thew of nearby Marion
County. In the fall of 1861, he enlisted as a private in
Company A, 82nd Ohio but he soon became 2nd
sergeant. Commissioned 2nd lieutenant, he was trans-
ferred to Company F on May 3, 1863; then as 1st lieu-
tenant to Company K on July 5, 1863; and finally as
captain (although he was never mustered as such) to
Company D on August 30, 1864. He was wounded in
the right shoulder at the battle of Peachtree Creek,
Georgia on July 20, 1864, and sent to an officer’s hos-
pital at Nashville. He was discharged from service on
April 4, 1865. After the war, he lived in Hardin
County, Ohio, and was a farmer, acquiring 123 acres
of land by 1883. For six years, he was the county
school examiner. Ultimately, he and his wife had nine
children and at least four of them died young.

Jasper S. Snow (1836-1907), a Chesterville, Ohio,
native and carpenter, married Annette Price on
November 3, 1857. He enlisted as private in Company
C, 82nd Ohio, November 2, 1861, and was succes-
sively promoted to corporal, sergeant (July 1, 1862),
sergeant major (June 8, 1863), 2nd (August 11, 1864)
and 1st lieutenant and regimental adjutant (December
30, 1864) before his muster out on July 24, 1865. After
the war, he resided in Hardin and Ottawa counties,
Ohio; Ft. Wayne, Indiana; Coffeyville, Kansas; and at
the National Soldiers Home at Marion, Indiana. His
wife claimed that he deserted her about 1885. 
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Eureka Cave, Alabama
On the night of August 19, 1863, Brigadier General

John Beatty’s brigade of Negley’s division of the 14th Army
Corps went into camp at a “spring close to and west of [the]
railroad, 3.5 miles from Stevenson.” Although the reported
distance from town was incorrect, other data indicates that
the site was near Eureka Station on the Nashville and
Chattanooga Railroad. Here and at other locations in Crow
Creek Valley, Negley’s division waited ten days, concealed
from direct observation by Confederates on Sand Mountain,
while other units of the Army of the Cumberland maneu-
vered into position near Shellmound, Tennessee and east of
Chattanooga.

A correspondent from the 104th Illinois Infantry, writ-
ing to his hometown paper, noted that their camp was “on the
railroad within 100 yards of one of the finest springs I ever
saw. It seems to be a cave of considerable size filled with
water from which a brisk little stream flows down over the
rocks.” Their local position was “in a field between Crow
Creek and the railroad.” The creek was described as being
“two or three rods wide and quite deep.” 

A few hundred feet from the spring is 232-foot long
Eureka Cave, so named in 1969 by the first NSS visitor,
James R. Wilson. A number of Beatty’s soldiers visited the
cave and the names they left on the walls represent three of
the brigade’s four regiments. Several of these men have been
identified:

John C. Carroll (born c. 1843) joined Company F, 15th
Kentucky Infantry as First Sergeant. By March 17,
1863, he was captain and served through the
Tullahoma-Chattanooga-Atlanta campaigns. On
October 17, 1864, he was detached for duty at head-
quarters post of Bridgeport, Alabama, and the follow-
ing January 14 he was mustered out of service at
Louisville, Kentucky.

John D. McCullough (1845 to 1936), a Chester
District, South Carolina, native was a farmer at
Oakland City, Indiana when the war began. He enlist-
ed as a private in Company F, 42nd Indiana Infantry on
October 7, 1861, and was promoted to corporal on
November 9, 1862. Wounded in the left hip at
Missionary Ridge on November 25, 1863, he recuper-
ated in Nashville and Evansville hospitals before
returning to duty the next spring. He was mustered out
at Villanow, Georgia, October 17, 1864, and returned
to Oakland City. Only 5ft, 7 inches tall, he left his
name in the very back of Eureka Cave, after a tight
squeeze.

Frederick Schwab (1838 to fl 1903), a carpenter, was
born in Canton Bern, Switzerland. On August 6, 1862,
at Ligonier, Indiana, he enrolled in Company B, 88th
infantry regiment of that state. He took part in the bat -
tles of Perrysville, Murfreesboro, Chickamauga, and
Missionary Ridge. For a while in October 1863, he
was detached to the Pioneer Corps to ply his carpentry
skills. On June 24, 1864, he entered a Nashville hospi-
tal and was not with his regiment again until January
1865. Some months later, on June 7, he was discharged
at Washington, DC. In 1866 he married and ultimately
became the father of four children. At the turn of the
century he lived at Wawaka, Noble County, Indiana.

Edward Wellman (c. 1845 to fl. 1887) was a student
when he joined Company K, 15th Kentucky Infantry
on November 1, 1861. Wounded in the right wrist at
Perryville, Kentucky on October 8, 1862, he was
absent from duty until April 3rd the next year. Late in
1863 he was tried and acquitted by a General Court
Martial for being absent without leave. He was mus-
tered out with his regiment at the same time and place
as John C. Carroll.
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A caver descends into Devils Den Cave, Marion County, Tennessee. (Photo by Alan Cressler)
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It all began the Sunday following the September 1988
Tennessee Cave Survey meeting. Gerald Moni, Jay Cox, Bill
Putnam, and Ed Strausser had decided to survey a small cave
on the north side of Blue Spring Cove, north of the town of
Sparta. It was short, mostly walking, and contained a nice
display of large but vandalized speleothems. While they
were surveying, a small crawl was located near the back of
the cave. The lead blew tremendous amounts of air. The
crawl was tight, and soon it was realized that tools would be
needed to continue. 

Barr (1961) described the cave as follows: “Blue Spring
Cave (also known as Bob Hill Cave) consists of a single
chamber, low, wide, and well decorated with dripstone. The
mouth is five foot high and eight foot wide. The single room
of the cave is sixty foot wide, six foot high, and five hundred
foot long. It trends eastward but gradually becomes lower
toward the back. A long row of fused columns is developed
along a joint and crosses the room, dividing it into two sec-
tions”.  Well, that was about to change!

A few weeks later, Gerald and a small group went on a
ridgewalk. Later in the afternoon he told the group about the
lead blowing hellish amounts of air and asked if anyone
would like to see it. The group consisted of Gerald, John
“Fred” Hutchinson, Ed Loftis, Jr., Joel Buckner, Gary
Chambers, Jim Hodson, Cecile James and Tamra Kelly.
Once at the crawl, everyone sat and looked at the “not so
inviting “ lead.

Gerald said something about not pushing it because it
was tight. Besides, he would rather “do something wet than
something tight.” Gerald told Gary to go for it, since he liked
that sort of thing. Tamra joined him and in they went. As they
got ready, Gerald spoke his famous words, “push it to the bit-
ter end.”

The crawl was originally very tight and not very invit-
ing. It started as a small triangular shaped tube, body sized at
best. At about two body lengths, a tight right turn led to an
oval shaped tube. This was about a body length or more.
Once through this, it changed into a crouching, then standing
height passage. Then, chimneying  across a 10 foot deep hole
in the floor was required. The passage shut back down to
crawling again quite soon and then meandered through more
crawling until a room of sitting height was reached. From
here the passage changed character, becoming tall, but very
narrow. Tamra and Gary pushed to here and then down the
narrow canyon. Gary could go no further, stopped by two
extremely tight 90 degree bends. Tamra was able to get
through the two “dog legs” and soon was at the end where it
opened up, looking down into blackness. She felt she could
go on, but didn’t feel she could get back up the drop. The
extreme tightness was a factor. Tamra saw a sandy floor and
obviously larger passage. While Tamra was viewing the pas-
sage, Gary noticed a small hole in the floor a few feet before
the dog legs. He could also see the sandy floor below. It
looked to be about six foot down (it is actually 11 feet). They
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Rimstone pools in the Cathedral Room section of Blue Spring Cave. (Photo by Wm Shrewsbury)



knew work would be required in order to gain access so they
start back out. Near the beginning of the crawl they saw
Joel’s smiling face. He was getting itchy since they were
gone so long! A return trip was in order.
The BlueBob Extension

Saturday, July 17, 1989, a group assembled at the
entrance to Blue Spring Cave. The cavers included Joel
Buckner, Greg Johns, Patrick Turner, Bill Walter, Tamra
Kelly, and myself. The air was monstrous, just what we
needed to get in a digging mood. We worked hard on the
small hole Gary had found as it looked to be the easiest way
on. This was in the days before Ryobi “cave makers” so we
had to make mud balls to give us an edge with the “Big ham-
mer.” All day long we worked, inching closer and closer to
the goal. Late that evening, we finally made some progress.
The 3-inch diameter hole in the floor was now almost body
sized. Hammer and chisel met with shattered rock until it
was realized that we were in. The hole was big enough to get
through. Tamra and I were the last to work on it when the
hole finally was opened.  We were ready to go for it, but Joel
had a point, “It’s late and we should wait until Sunday, when
we are fresh.”  It was very hard to leave for we could see a
short drop below with a dirt floor. We left the cave and went
to the Milksick Mountain Fire Tower to camp, leaving Blue
Spring wide open. Sleeping would be hard that night.

Sunday July 18, at 10:00 am, the same group worked
our way into the crawl, buzzing with anticipation. One by
one, we made our way through. A rope was rigged and we all

followed Bill’s example by hasty rappelling to the virgin
floor. The drop was 11 feet. The passage we saw was what
caving dreams are made of. The passage was 17 feet wide
and 15 feet high, and going in both directions. Ahead, break-
down spilled from above. Behind, a passage went into dark-
ness. Only when everyone was down did we continue
towards the breakdown. We went up and over some boulders
into a room 25 by 30 feet. After a few minutes a route was
found – a short crawl between two large rocks to more walk-
ing passage. Ahead the passage took off and the way on was
obvious. Soon we came to a room full of dripstone forma-
tions, everyone was getting excited for it just kept going. We
heard water in the distance, so the pace quickened. Shortly,
we came to a large dome pit, approximately 40 foot deep, 40
foot wide, and 30 feet across. The only way on was to tra-
verse either the left or right side. Neither looked inviting, so
we looked for some chance of an alternative route. The left
side looked too exposed, so we headed back to the right side.
I started across on a gravel ledge, 1 foot wide that narrowed
to nothing ahead. Water spilled from a dome up and to the
right. Where the ledge ended, rock pinnacles began. A short
bit of chimney work and I was under the spray of the dome.
A large mud bank ahead was my goal. My feet dangled for a
moment as I flung myself onto the bank. Suddenly, I was on
solid ground and everyone else was on the other side. I
scouted ahead to see what dreams are made of . . . passage
going out of sight. When Joel asked if I was sure it went, I
said “I’ll see you later.” It didn’t take long for everyone to
scurry across to join me.

We moved on, scooping the nice walking passage,
admiring the beauty of the cave. Suddenly we saw what
looked like a possible blockage. A large breakdown pile
loomed ahead, reaching the ceiling. As we made our way up,
we could see a way on – a short hands and knees crawl into
blackness. It opened back up. We made our way on, going
further and further. Large sandy trunks with rock sculptures
loomed before us. We came to a large room with an upper
level high above. A large rock jutted out over the passage,
resembling a ship’s prow. Around the corner was another
breakdown. This time it looked grim. A low crawl over rocks
took us to the “Promised Land,” and once again we were on
the run. We worked our way past a large breakdown on the
left and on into another breakdown room. Up high seemed to
be the way, so we worked our way up to what looked like
passage. Sure enough, at the top, the cave kept going, it did
not want to quit. 

At the top of the breakdown mountain we found our-
selves in a flat wide room. It looked like it went two ways.
Bill and Patrick went to the left. The rest of the group went
to the right and down a series of climbs. At the bottom, it
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looked confusing so we started to poke around. Joel called
into the distance telling the group the story, BOREHOLE!!!
I climbed back up to the flat room and burned the word
“borehole “ with an arrow on a rock for Bill and Patrick to
find. Then off we went, down the biggest passage yet. Soon
we were joined by the other two, and it was “off to the
races.”  We worked our way through another few thousand
feet of cave before stopping at a wide sandy crawl going as
far as can be seen. It is here we turned around and headed
out. The trip lasted 9 hours. The survey later indicated
approximately one and a half miles of virgin cave were
found that day. Boy, what a day it was!

The first trip into Blue Spring Cave’s “Blue Bob
Extension” (named for Bobhill, the hill the cave is in) netted
approximately 1.5 miles of cave. The months that followed
yielded between 2.5 and 3 miles of cave. We were quite
happy with the find, but none of the side passages that were
checked seemed to lead to anything significant. The cave
was magnificent, but it seemed that it had given up all its
secrets. Boy were we wrong!

At first, everyone was eager to survey and explore, but
as the lead count dropped and the newness of the cave wore
off, interest started to wane a bit. However, Bill Walter was
very persistent. No matter what, he was always able to drum
up a few people for an ample survey crew.

It was on one of these trips that a very important dis-
covery was made. Bill Walter and a group of surveyors were
working in the “F” survey. This section of the cave is quite
broken down and that makes lead finding more difficult. Bill
found a hole on the left wall which appeared to be thirty or
forty feet deep. Vertical gear would be needed, so the crew
left the lead, knowing they would be back soon.
The Root Cellar/Parallel World

December 3, 1989 was the date of the return trip to push
the breakdown lead in the “F” survey. On the trip were
Chuck Mangelsdorf, Bill Walter, Thany Mann, Richard
Finch, Phil Curtain, and a few others. The lead was relocat-
ed in the vicinity of survey station “F7.”  Open space could
be seen in the cracks of the breakdown floor.A suitable spot
was chosen and digging began. Soon the lead was big
enough and a rope was secured. Richard and Phil rappelled
in. Once off rope, they made voice contact with the other
cavers. The group above was able to make eye to light con-
tact and after moving some rocks, were able to climb down
to the lower level passage without rope.

The lower level discovered that day is now known as the
“Root Cellar,” so named for an interesting array of chert that
extends from the wall and resembles tree roots. The passage
goes for several hundred feet to a section known as the
“Parallel World,” (also known as the “FC” survey). The

group surveyed before leaving. 
Significant airflow was noted throughout the Parallel

World. On February 18, 1990, Joel Buckner, John Smyre,
and Bill Walter went to push the outer limits of Parallel
World. They pushed until they came to a pitch that could not
be down climbed.  Passage could be seen going on ahead.
Bill skirted the right hand wall and was able to get across –
barely. Joel tried but did not feel comfortable, it was not
exactly rigged safely. John declined after watching Joel near-
ly fall. The vote was now two to one so Bill came back
across. The three headed back out, checking leads as they
went. At one spot they dug into a passage with a dome, it was
surveyed and recorded.

After they had finished, they headed back to the Root
Cellar. As they neared the climb up at “F7,” the crew looked
at a small hole in the floor of the “FC” survey. It dropped
down to a downstream lead that Bill had seen on a previous
trip. They began surveying the sandy floored passage. It was
a mix of walking, crawling, and stooping. The passage con-
tinued for several hundred feet, getting progressively better.
A good breeze was blowing. Pretty soon they came to a dig.
There were a couple of holes on the floor, through which a
lower level could be seen. The dig looked quite easy, but
since the trio had been “under” quite a while, they decided to
head out. They surveyed 17 stations in what is now known
as the “FH” survey.

March 4, 1990 marked the return trip to survey and push
the newly found “FH” passage. On the trip were Bill Walter,
Joel Buckner, Brad Neff, Chuck Mangelsdorf, and Charles
Blakeway. Their intent was to pick up the hanging FH sur-
vey and push the lead at the “end.”  When the group reached
the lead, Bill dug through and determined that it continued.
It quickly became walking for a good stretch, but as one will
notice when traversing this section of the cave, walking does
not last long. Soon they were crawling again, then stooping,
walking, crawling for ten feet,  stooping for twenty and so
on. The group did this for about 1,400 feet stopping at FH
55, a nice sandy room. The crawl ahead looked tight, but a
steady breeze beckoned them to return.

March 18, 1990 was a very special trip indeed. The crew
this time was Joel Buckner, Paul Alexander, Jeff Noffsinger,
and Bill Walter. They headed for the FH survey, intending to
pick up where the last crew left off. Once again Bill’s caving
time would be cut short by “Midwife” duties, so the group
moved quickly towards their destination. The hanging sur-
vey station was picked up, and they surveyed 800 feet before
Bill said it was time for him to go. He soloed out of the cave
heading for his farm to check on a heifer that had been bread
to early and needed help. After he left, the survey team
decided to call this section of FH “The Calfbiller Passage (a
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little play on words regarding the nearby Calfkiller River).
Meanwhile Joel, Jeff, and Paul continued the survey.

The previous 800 feet had been fairly nice, with some walk-
ing passage. Paul assumed the compass and tape while Jeff
ran point and backshots. Joel took notes and sketched. The
surveying never progressed very far; however, as Paul and
Jeff could not get their readings to match. After 45 minutes
of this, they decided to give up. It was later discovered that
the culprit was the metal on Paul’s glasses.

The crew left the survey hanging at “FH 70,” and scout-
ed ahead. Almost instantly the character of the passage
changed; it turned to walking passage, and stayed that way!
They caved for several hundred feet when they came to a
junction. To their left the cave appeared to end in fill, but to
the right was BOREHOLE! In fact the passage was 25 feet
wide by 15 feet high. By now the group was ecstatic. They
ran down the newly found passage hooting and hollering.
Along the way they started to notice gypsum on the ceiling.
The further they traveled, the more gypsum they saw. There
were flowers, piles of gypsum on the floor, huge flakes that
resembled lace peeling from the ceiling. It was a beautiful
sight to behold. Then they noticed something different near
the floor. Cone shapes, resembling beards, covered with a
fine mass of sparkling hair surrounding it all. Angel’s Hair!,
and lots of it. The row of gypsum “beards” was at least three
feet wide. The passage continued (borehole dimensions of
course) for several thousand feet. The party eventually came
to a spot where the passage closed down at a fork. Both ways
required crawling and possibly digging. They had been in the
cave for some time, and decided this would make a good
stopping point. Besides, there was a lot of new passage to
survey now. The next trip would be fun. Nothing is better for
survey party morale than a succession of hundred foot shots.
The group slowly made their way out of the cave – finding
several more pretties they had missed on the way in. Joel
said he got home at 1:00 a.m. Sunday morning.
The Mega Junction

April 7, 1990 was the date of the
return trip to map the new borehole that
had been found. It no doubt paved the
way for what was to become
Tennessee’s longest cave. It was my first
trip to the new area. My work schedule
did not give me many Saturdays off, but
I had managed to get off for this trip.
The party that day consisted of myself,
Tamra Kelly (now Caplenor), Joel
Buckner, Bill Walter, Thany Mann, Troy

Puckett, and Sarah Gayle. Up to this point, trips to this area
were in the 10 to 12 hour range. We expected to be in for at
least 14 hours on this trip, minimum. We headed in at the
usual pace, “breakneck.” Soon we reached the hole at F7 and
took a break. The hole in the breakdown looked tight so I
tried it on for size. To my horror, it was too tight. I could feel
my energy drain from me with the disappointment of not
being able to accompany the group the rest of the way in.
Then Thany tried the vertical squeeze. He fit, but was half
way through when a large rock next to his body shifted 6 or
7 inches. This alarmed everyone quite a bit – especially
Thany.  Once he was clear, Joel, Tamra, and I secured the
rock. The irony of this was the rock movement allowed me
to fit through. Thanks Thany!

We headed down the FC for a short stint, and then down
the “Billiard Pocket” (the small round hole in the floor that
Bill pushed) to the FH survey. We pushed on to the hanging
survey at FH 70. The FH is sandy floored and quite physical.
Here you will belly crawl, hands and knees crawl, stoop
walk, and rarely – walk upright. There are two crawling sec-
tions in particular that are etched in memory. The first is the
“Left Wall Crawl” which is belly crawling for quite a while
followed by 200 feet of hands and knees. 

An unexpected treat awaits shortly after one emerges
from the crawl, a small spout pours from the ceiling. A much
needed refresher. Then you pass through a series of stooping
and walking passage. Dragging your pack is a must here for
the ceiling height often does not allow “pack on back” cav-
ing. This section is multi leveled, sometimes is seems you
are in spaghetti.

Next comes the second crawl section. It is 300+ feet in
length and is mostly hands and knees. The sand in these
crawls has a high gypsum content which takes its toll on the
knees. Many people have found their knees peeling for days
after trips through there. After the “Long Crawl” the passage
turns to stooping again and shortly after –  walking. It is here
we reached FH 70, our goal.
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We assumed responsibilities and began surveying. The
survey went well, and after a couple of hours, we reached a
major junction. This was the start of the excellent borehole
discovered by Jeff, Paul, and Joel on the previous trip in. We
ended the FH survey at station # 99. This junction is now
known as the “Level Lounge,” named for a breakdown slab
tilted at such an angle as to provide a perfect lounge chair.
This was where we had lunch. The funny thing was, the slab
and the rock under it were practically the only rocks in the
area.

It was here that we began the “M” survey, and what a
perfect way to begin, shooting hundred foot shots. A wel-
come relief compared to the FH. The survey ran on and on.
As we went, we soon noticed changes in the surroundings,
GYPSUM! It started out as patches on the walls and ceiling.
But soon flowers were seen, and flakes were peeling from
the ceiling! 

One such flake was a foot wide. The flakes resemble
lace and are quite fragile. We dubbed this passage “The
Frosted Flakeway.” The surveying got harder because every-
one was abandoning posts to observe the beauty. In one spot,
gypsum had fallen for so long that it made a pile 10 feet long,
2 feet wide, and 8 to 10 inches deep. When we thought it
could not get any better, we came upon the Beards. They
were amazing!

The survey went well and pretty soon we had racked up
over 4,700 feet. It seemed like a good stopping point, so we
decided to scout ahead. The passage continued as a sandy
walking trunk with excellent dimensions. A few side pas-
sages were noted along the way. After several thousand feet
we came to the “end.” The passage shut down abruptly to
two crawls, one to the right and one to the left. We looked at
the crawl on the left first. It looked so low we went to the
right instead. Sarah, Tamra, and Bill proceeded to disappear
down the crawl as Joel, Thany, and I looked on sadly, unable
to dig out the rock floor of the constricted crawl. Unknown
to us, Troy had gone back to the left, and after some wig-
gling, managed to get through. After a short crawl, he found
walking cave. Troy came back and called to us that he had
found walking passage. “Come quick, Trey you may have to
dig a little.” I was the closest to the crawl at that moment, so
I jumped into it and started digging madly with my hands. It
was easy digging and I was soon through, which was a good
thing. If I had taken too long, Joel and Thany would have
dragged me out by my legs. The crawl was short and soon
we were walking in borehole again, Joel in front, followed
by Thany, myself, and Troy. We walked for less than a hun-
dred feet, then we came to a crouching passage that lasted for
about thirty feet.

As each one of us stood up and walked forward, we

could not believe our eyes. We walked into a gigantic bore-
hole running perpendicular to the passage we were in. The
ceiling was almost 100 feet high. There was breakdown on
the floor and the passage went big both to the left and the
right. The echo in there was incredible and we took full
advantage of it, hooting and yelling like idiots. “Mega
Junction” aptly describes this room.

Meanwhile, Tamra, Bill, and Sarah were making a few
discoveries of their own. The crawl they went through was
tight and short followed by a small canyon passage. They
went through another small crawl and suddenly blackness
engulfed them. They were standing in what is now known as
the “Q” survey.

Joel, Thany, Troy and I walked across the massive trunk
we had just found. When we got to the far wall we saw that
it dropped off into a lower level. We made our way slowly
down, for the breakdown was quite slick. This was a stream
passage, left being upstream, right downstream. In this area
the sand is quite beautiful. We took a right and went down-
stream. The passage was thirty feet wide by twenty feet tall,
and getting bigger as we went.

Bill, Sarah, and Tamra, meanwhile, were standing in a
massive fossil trunk going both left and right. They poked
around and found a lead on the opposite wall from where
they entered. They followed a steep mud slope down to a
lower level stream trunk of nice dimensions. Right going
downstream, left going up. They began going upstream.

Our team was pushing downstream and it was still
going. We went three hundred feet or so when we saw lights
off in the distance. It was Tamra, Bill, and Sarah. We told
them about the fossil trunk we had come from. They told us
a similar story. HMMMMM.

Back together as a group, we headed back down stream.
Bill said it was still going in that direction. When we stopped
several hundred feet later, a forty foot high, sixty foot wide
borehole was left still going. The cave had no end in sight!

We turned around and began the long trip back. We ver-
ified that the huge fossil trunk each of us found was the
same. The trip lasted about sixteen hours. We were glad
when we finally got out of the cave. That night, we really
didn’t know what we had.

April 11, 1990, Jim Borden, Steve Turner, and Bill
picked up the survey in M and continued on into the Mega
Junction. From there they begin the “P” survey for a total of
2,944 feet. Turner and Walter checked the “N” survey noting
the “NA” passage. 

April 28, 1990, brought a large assault on the new area.
Three groups were on hand to survey. Group 1 consisted of
Dave Parr, Joel Buckner, Tamra Caplenor, and myself. We
surveyed 2,393 feet of river passage downstream from Mega
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Junction. This was the continuation of the “M” survey.
Group two was made up of Buddy Cox, Bryan Smartt, Trey
Smith, and Bill Walter. They surveyed from Mega Junction
down to what is now known as the “N” survey. They sur-
veyed nineteen stations when they came to a junction.
Opting to stay dry they started the “NA” survey crossing the
first river crossing and finishing at “NA 35” in an area dec-
orated with gypsum beards and strange shaving cream for-
mations. Their total survey footage was 4,420 feet. Group 3
consisted of Mike Yocum, Tim Grissom, Hal Love, and Gary
Chambers. They surveyed from Mega Junction in an upper
level above the down stream “M” trunk. This passage
appears to be a fossil drainage from Blue Spring Cove. This
“Q” survey varies from 50 by 50 to a pleasant 10 by 15. The
group mapped 3,598 feet. The 3 group’s combined survey
was 10,400 feet. The most done in a single day.

May 6, 1990, Bill received a phone call from Lonnie
C a r r, one of the landowners of Blue Spring Cave. Lonnie
wanted a trip into the cave and Bill agreed to take him.
Lonnie and Bill were joined by Gary Chambers and a friend.
Bill asked the group if they wanted to check out a virg i n
crawl discovered by Bill Wa l t e r, Jr. Since it was close to the
entrance, Bill knew that it would be an easy trip. A 12 foot
climb-up led to the crawl. They proceeded up the crawl over
dozens of small “China Walls.” After 100 feet of belly crawl-
ing, they finally reached a standing room with breakdown
ahead. Gary volunteered to check it out and popped out into
a large 50 foot wide by 25 foot high trunk. Lonnie had the
thrill of making the first footprints in the gypsum sand. T h e y
went several hundred feet in an easterly direction until the
passage appeared to be blocked with flowstone. The cascad-
ing flowstone gave rise to the naming of “Flowstone River
Trunk.” In a westward direction from where they entered,
they climbed a breakdown and descended on the other side to
view a strange landscape of mounds, spires, and rimstone
dams. This later became known as the “Moonscape.” It was
a totally unexpected discovery and Bill knew that Lonnie
was “hooked.” and would be back for further explorations.
Bill went home that afternoon with mixed feelings. He was
pleased about the future potential for good landowner rela-
tions, but on the other hand, he was frustrated with the cave
guides. When he entered the cave, Bill had noticed their cars
parked outside and he guessed they were scooping the “NA”
passage beyond the survey. They had seen too much - the
temptation was too great - their justification was “Joel did it,
why can’t we?” (Referring to the March push of the “M”
trunk with Paul and Jeff).  Well, they had the cave trip of a
lifetime, seeing one plus miles of new cave. The thrill of
scooping was followed by jealousy, mistrust, and resentment.
The concept of project caving “Survey as you go” giving

everyone a chance for seeing virgin cave had been temporar-
ily abandoned. 

The need for a gate became obvious. The combination of
protecting a large cave from vandalism, but allowing access
to competent cavers thus reducing accident liabilities,
appealed to landowners Lonnie Carr and Bill Johnson.  A
small gate was designed and built by Lonnie and was
installed at the entrance to the “Discovery Crawl.”
May 12, 1990, Joel Buckner, John Smyre, Andrew Monk,
and Bill Walter surveyed from NA-35 to NA-111. They
passed a large tributary trunk coming from the southeast at
NA-56. At NA-72, they crossed a huge stream passage going
in both directions. At NA-80, they encountered sand that
extended for the next one plus miles and made their calf
muscles ache. They surveyed and stopped, dead about 360
feet short of the third river crossing. Seventy-six stations
were set, totaling 6,730 feet. 

May 27, 1990, James Wells, Mike Yocum, and Bill
Walter surveyed past the third river crossing, noting a large
passage below. At NA-135, the nice trunk deteriorated into
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breakdown and crawling. The “scooper tracks” finally ended
in the crawl. At NA-152, the passage made a U-turn to the
left. To the right, were some low crawls and a joint. Mike
and Bill were interested in the potential, but James saw none
at all. He was wrong. At NA-169, after squeezing through 10
stations of breakdown, the survey team was rewarded with
the discovery of “Mega Canyon,” 80 to 100 feet high by 25
feet wide with several going leads and another small stream.

May 27, 1990, Dave Parr, Dave Scott, and Paul
Alexander surveyed 2,547 feet from NA-43 down into the
lower river passage. They walked upstream and connected
back into NA-72. 

June 9, 1990, starting from NA-56, Lonnie Carr, Jim
Smith, Laura Campbell, and Bill Walter surveyed 71 stations
for over a mile. The passage alternated between low crawls
and pleasant walks. Lonnie was disappointed that there were
few leads to the right - back toward Mega Junction and under
his property. They left the lead still going as a low crawl.
This passage is called “Lonnie’s Lane” and appears to be
later drainage from Blue Spring Cove as the upper “P” sur-
vey was abandoned. 

In early June, 1990, James Wells, Mike Yocum, and Bill
Walter surveyed the “CR” from FH-81, passing under the M
trunk to a large breakdown down stream from Mega
Junction. One hundred and seven stations were set for a total
of 3,540 feet. 

Late June, 1990, Joel Buckner, Andy Porter, and
Andrew Monk began the survey of upstream passage at the
third river crossing in the NA survey. The “S” survey is the
main conduit for flood pulses. Averaging 30 to 50 feet wide
and four to 10 feet high for the half mile survey.

July, 1990, Jim Smith, Frank Bogle, Valerie Bogle, and
Laura Campbell continued the S survey to the final sump,
adding 5,879 feet of mostly crawling passage, but maintain-
ing its 30 to 35 foot width to the end. 

August 4, 1990, Joel Buckner, Andrew Monk, Bill
Walter, and I survey 1,400 feet of “BO” survey, looking for
a short cut to Mega Junction. 

August 25, 1990, Don Coons, Joel Buckner, Andrew
Monk, John Schweyen, and Bill Walter surveyed upstream
from NA-72. The “T” survey was extended for over a mile. 

September 7, 1990, Hal Love, Andrew Monk, and Joel
Buckner completed the “RA” survey loop started by Gerald
Moni, Hal Love, and Sheri Lydy in June.  A total distance
6,120 feet was surveyed.

October 13, 1990, Jim Smith traversed above P-11 into
the borehole that could be seen, but not reached by normal
means. After rigging a 90 foot climb, Frank Bogel, Valerie
Bogel, and Bill Howcroft ascended to survey 4,560 feet of
new cave. The passage contained large amounts of gypsum

and reached a vertical height of 80 feet.
November 10, 1990, Dick Market and Bill Walter sur-

veyed a low crawl from NA-152 to breakdown with airflow.
An upward squeeze yielded an upper level with going cave. 

December 22, 1990, Joel Buckner, Mike Yocum, A n d r e w
Monk, Lonnie Carr, Hal Love and Bill Walter completed the
connection of the present “short-cut” route to Mega Junction.
This connection is known as the “MOB” survey. 

The end of 1990 brought over 20 miles of cave to the
survey table. A short cut to Mega Junction was found and
there was a prospect for more cave at the end of NA. It had
been a good year for Tennessee caving.

In 1991, most of the survey was concentrated in the
“NAC” and “NAE” passages. A total of 14,000 feet was tal-
lied from this area. Names like “Baghdad Borehole,” “Scud
Hole,” Kuwaiti Canyon,” and “Polaris Pass” were coined
from the war in Iraq.

The highlight for 1992 was the re-discovery of a small
hole in the “terminal” flowstone at the east end of the
Moonscape passage. Andrew Monk, Tamra Caplenor, and I
visited the area for a little touring. Andrew went up the flow-
stone and discovered a small hole on the left. After yelling
into it, an echo could be heard. We returned on two separate
trips, trying to hammer our way in. Finally, we brought in the
“cave maker” and were able to get Tamra and Andrew
through. The squeeze, now known as the “cussing hole” was
painfully tight. I could hear Andrew telling me something I
could not believe, there were foot prints! Who, we won-
dered, could have squeezed through such a small place. It
took quite a bit of digging to get Tamra and Andrew in. The
passage that followed is some of the nicest “close to the
entrance” stuff in the whole cave. Tamra, Buddy Shelfer,
Joel Buckner, Andrew Monk, and John “Fred” Hutchinson,
surveyed 953 feet. The passage is now known as the
“Cathedral Room”. The discoverer was a small fellow by the
name of Mikey Stegall. He managed to squeeze through and
had kept it secret for quite a while. There were only 10 sur-
vey trips in 1992 – but 6,000 feet were still tallied.

The “Hot Lead” for 1993 became known as the “River
Bob.” In the fall of 1993, a group was pushing leads in the
FH survey. Bob Carver pushed a muddy tube at FH 55 and
found a stream rising from a Blue Hole in the passage. On
November 13, 1993 two teams surveyed a total of 1,850 feet
going downstream in an easterly direction contrary to the
general southwest drainage of the cave. Team members Hal
Love, Chris Groves, Bob Carver, Joel Buckner, Buddy
Shelfer, Tamra Caplenor and myself were in attendance. 

On November 20, 1993 a re-survey of Mega Junction
and the downstream M trunk lead to the discovery of
“Grayson Hal,” named after Lonnie’s son. The chamber is
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250 feet long, 90 feet wide, and 45 feet high at the top of the
massive breakdown. The team consisted of Pat Kambesis,
E.T. Davis, Seamus Decker, Joe Abbot, Brent Aulenbach,
and Bill Walter.

In 1994, attention was centered on the F survey. Trips in
January and April netted over 2,000 feet. The tight grueling
crawls made for uncomfortable surveying. Work had slowed,
but was far from over.

In January 1995, John Schwartz, Marion Ziemans, M.O.
Smith, Pat Kambesis, and Bill Walter surveyed 400 feet near
the end of NA. Marion Smith found a pit in a large break-
down that later turned out to be a 150-foot drop. 

October and November of 1995 brought more discovery
and survey. Returning to a lead in the FC survey found by
Mike Rogers and Bill Walter were Dick Market, Mark
Richardson, Tamra Caplenor and myself. We assisted Dick
in a bolt climb above a 30 foot pit that ended the passage. A
survey crew came in from behind, mapping 638 feet. (210
feet above the climb). We managed to work our way up into
an upper level with 400 feet of dry passage terminating to the
east as a 50 foot pit and intersecting a 30 foot pit with an
active stream to the west. Unfortunately the stream became

too small in either direction. About 1,100 feet was surveyed
above the climb. 

1996 and 1997 consisted of several “mop up” surveying
trips bringing the total length to 32.23 miles. This makes
Blue Spring Cave the longest cave in Tennessee. 

Some of the greatest caving I have ever had has been in
Blue Spring cave. I want to thank Lonnie Carr for being what
I consider “the Greatest Landowner ever.” I would also like
to thank the Bill Johnson family for giving us access to their
portion of Blue Spring Cave. I also want to thank all those
whose names were not mentioned. You know who you are
and know that you participated in a very excellent project. 

Surveying is not finished in Blue Spring, although most
of the “nice stuff” is. There is always hope that somewhere,
another breakthrough will occur and once again the mileage
will roll – 100 feet at a time. But until then, the secrets
remain hidden, waiting for someone to come along and find
them. All I can say is “keep looking.”

I would like to thank Bill Walter for his help in later
compilation and review of this article. Hal Love for his pho-
tographs and Line Plot, and my wife Tamra for her help in
typing this and for putting up with me.

Tim Farmer and Jeff Noffsinger maneuver through the entrance passage
into Blue Spring Cave.
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Introduction
Hurricane Cave, Dade County,

G e o rgia (Georgia Speleological Survey
GDD62) has a long history of exploration
and survey. Since Hurricane Cave’s first
known exploration in 1964, there has
always been indications that it had addi-
tional potential. Its name is derived from
the rush of air which often issues from the
Air Chute, a body-sized hole that stopped
the original explorers. The air blowing
from the entrance in the summer suggested
that Hurricane Cave might connect to near-
by Rustys Cave (GDD70) located up-slope.
The popularity of Hurricane Cave has
grown over the years because of easy
access and the novelty of the entrance
which is a 160 foot long-three foot diame-
ter drainage culvert. Despite high traffic by
cavers, virgin passage had been left for
years because of the grimness of the Air Chute and the pas-
sages beyond. During the late 1980s, some of the passages
beyond the Air Chute were explored and mapped, but it was-
n’t until the mid-1990s that much of Hurricane Cave was
discovered and surveyed. The project is currently ongoing.
Early Exploration and Survey, 1964 - 1967

The actual discovery of Hurricane Cave is unknown.
The cave has probably been known for a long time because
of its close proximity to Rising Fawn, Georgia and the fact
that it has a small stream flowing out of the entrance. The
earliest mention of the cave is in 1964. In the fall of that year,
cavers Richard Schreiber and Kirk Holland conducted sever-
al ridgewalks along the eastern slopes of Fox Mountain.
During this period, they were shown the entrance of
Hurricane Cave by Fred Byers, a caver who lived near
Rising Fawn (Schreiber, 1969).

Dogwood City Grotto (DCG, Atlanta, GA) members
Jon Davis, Kirk Holland, Jib Morrison, Richard Schreiber
and Jim Sturrock made several trips into the cave to explore
“all” the cave passages. It was evident that Fred Byers and
others had previously explored much of the cave (Schreiber,
1969). Richard described a place in the cave called the Air

Chute, which was a small, oval, body-sized hole at the bot-
tom of a flowstone bell, blowing a “hurricane” of air for
which the cave was named.

Richard, Kirk, Wallace Colly, Jim Storey, and Fielding
Warren, all members of the DCG, started the initial survey of
the cave in late Fall of 1964. Approximately 1,000 feet of
cave was surveyed. There was an attempt to enlarge the Air
Chute, but it was not successful. Several trips to the cave
were made in 1965, but the survey of the cave was discon-
tinued (Schreiber, 1969).

During the Winter and Spring of 1966, members of the
West Georgia Grotto took several trips into the cave for the
purpose of exploration and sightseeing. On one trip, Ronnie
Aycock and Jean Scroggins became the first people to
squeeze through the Air Chute. They were not able to go
more than 50 feet beyond (Schreiber, 1969), most likely due
to a formation blockage (Colly, 1997).

The West Georgia Grotto decided to make the survey of
Hurricane Cave a grotto project. Rick Foote, the chairman of
the West Georgia Grotto, was in charge of the survey project.
The participants were Rick, Ronnie Aycock, Selby Hannah,
Bill Rhodes, Richard Schreiber, and Marion O. Smith.
Between the end of 1966 and the beginning of 1967, several

History of Exploration and Sur vey in
Hurricane Cave, Georgia

by Brent T. Aulenbach NSS 34197

Nancy H. Aulenbach in a formation area of Hurricane Cave, Georgia. (Photo by Alan Cressler)



trips were made to survey most of the known passages
(excluding 200 feet of passage above the Hurricane Shower).
The survey yielded 4,150 feet of passage. Rick drafted the
map and Richard prepared the map for publication in
September 1969 (Schreiber, 1969). Several places in the
cave were named after the explorers/surveyors: Jim’s
(Sturrock) Squeeze, Rick’s (Foote) Find, and Richard’s
(Schreiber) Squeeze. The Bear Room was named after find-
ing fresh bear scat which was positively identified by Rick
(Colly, 1997).
Hurricane gets a “New” Entrance

In 1968, Interstate 59 was being built along the base of
the eastern slopes of Fox Mountain. Although Hurricane
Cave would not actually be under the interstate, an embank-
ment would cover the entrance. The Georgia Department of
Transportation (GDOT) planned to cover the entrance with
rock fill and gravel. Wallace Colly and Jim Storey, members
of the DCG who also worked for GDOT, convinced the
GDOT and road construction contractor that water flowing
from the entrance would eventually erode the highway foun-
dation. GDOT agreed to place either an 18 or 24 inch diam-
eter pipe to drain the cave (Schreiber, 1969). Members of
the, then active, Rockeater Grotto (Trenton, GA) were able
to convince the road contractor that a larger pipe was need-
ed by showing him the entrance in the spring after a long wet
period. The contractor then put in a 36 inch diameter pipe to
drain the cave which also made entry into the cave easier
(Schreiber, 1970). On June 12, 1968, Rick Foote wrote in a
letter to Marion O. Smith, “The Interstate is being built
acrost fox mtn and Hurricane Cave is no more. The Entrance
is completely covered as of now. This makes it more difficult
to get to Cemetery pit and other caves on Fox Mtn.” (Smith,
1992). The entrance to the cave is via a 160 foot long,
upsloping drainage pipe. Only about 10 feet of the cave was
actually destroyed which was a low, wet, belly crawl
(Schreiber, 1969).
Initial Exploration and Survey Past the Air Chute:  1988
- 1989

Hurricane Cave had no significant exploration for
almost 20 years. The only person known to pass through the
Air Chute during this period was E. T. Davis. He squeezed
though alone sometime in the 1970s, traversing a short dis-
tance before turning around and probably getting no further
than the previous two people (Davis, 1996).

Finally, in the summer of 1988, Raiden Leslie and an
accomplice squeezed through the Air Chute and past two
other constrictions, and toured an estimated 1,000 feet of vir-
gin cave before turning around in going passage. The largest
person to fit through all the tight spots weighed 170 pounds
(Harris, 1989).

Sometime afterwards, a group of cavers made plans to
blast the Air Chute. To prevent this, a second group of cavers
went to enlarge the Air Chute using a hammer and chisel dur-
ing the 1988 TAG Fall Cave-In. After working on enlarging
the Air Chute for some time, two members of the group, Jeff
Harris and John Rice, squeezed though and continued. John
could not fit through the final constriction which was anoth-
er flowstone bell. Jeff went on to the Green Shale Junction
Room, which was still not as far as Raiden and his accom-
plice had been (Harris, 1990).

On November 11, 1989, Ken Davis, Greg Eck, and Jeff
Harris surveyed the section of cave past the Air Chute. They
mapped 530 feet before hypothermia set in. Ken and Greg
decided to route while Jeff went ahead for another 300 feet
before turning around in going passage. A map of the exten-
sion was drafted including a sketch of the unsurveyed pas-
sage marked as “goes” (Harris, 1990).
Hurricane Cave Resurvey and Additional Exploration,
1993 - 1998

Another large gap in exploration occurred. Then in
1993, Carl Anderson and Shirley Sotona organized an
instructional class on surveying for the DCG and Outdoor
Recreation at Georgia Tech. For the in-cave session, they
decided to use Hurricane Cave. In addition to being conve-
nient for the class, the cave could use a resurvey. The survey
done in 1966-1967 by the West Georgia Grotto did not con-
tain any vertical control or detail. The Georgia Speleological
Survey listed the vertical extent of Hurricane Cave as 20
feet, which was known to be incorrect. In addition, the Air
Chute Extension was done as a separate map. So on
Saturday, January 23, 1993, the resurvey was started with 27
survey class participants mapping a large portion of the
known passages. Several additional trips completed the sur-
vey of all passages previously surveyed before the Air
Chute.

On Saturday, August 13, 1994, Carl Anderson and I
started to resurvey the section beyond the Air Chute. After
resurveying the tight wet passage past the Air Chute to the
Green Shale Junction Room, we decided to survey the left
upstream passage, because it was dry. This went into a nar-
row, five foot high canyon which pinched at the top. We had
to slither sideways at the bottom. The walls were highly
weathered and parts of the walls flaked off as we crawled by.
We were able to push this passage past the end of the 1989
survey. After about 100 feet, Carl tried to back into a small
tube collapsing the ceiling. He had to dig the crawlway open.
The passage continued another 50 feet, ending in a low crawl
with slight air. It might be possible to dig out the sandy floor
to extend the cave in this direction.

On our next survey trip, on Saturday, June 10, 1995,
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Carl and I surveyed north from the Green Shale Junction
Room. At one point, we surveyed under Rustys Cave near
Rusty’s Shower. An overlay of the two cave maps indicates
that the passage in Hurricane Cave is approximately 70 ver-
tical feet below Rustys Cave. Just north of this point, water
enters the passage from an impassable hole in the west wall.
This water may be from Rustys Cave. In the passage just
upstream from here, Carl found a homemade clinometer on
the floor. It consisted of a Hasbro protractor, some string and
a rusted, calcite encrusted nut. This generated some excite-
ment, because it indicated that someone had already been
surveying up this passage or even better, it was brought here
by a stream from another cave! Carl and I asked Jeff Harris
if it was his and he said he did not use that type of clinome-
ter. The mystery remains unsolved.

We continued surveying north to a junction where the
cave continues both north and west. Presumably, we were in
virgin cave, because we were past where Jeff had turned
around in 1989 as indicated by the distance on his map and
the fact that he did not note a junction. Both passages had air
and a trickle of water coming out of them. As Carl complet-
ed his notes, he suggested I go explore ahead because he had
been in front all day. The west passage quickly became a
crawl. After about 75 feet it opened into a dome. Ahead,
ducking under a large dislocated piece of bedrock, the pas-
sage continued to an 8 foot wide 40 foot high canyon pas-
sage. Excited after mapping grim belly crawls and tight
canyons all day, I quickly went back to get Carl. We explored
a short distance up the impressive canyon passage. We were
stopped at the bottom of an 11 foot climbup which had a

small amount of water coming down. The climbup was dif-
ficult, so we decided to save it for the next trip and bring
some climbing aids. Back at the junction, I checked out the
north passage and explored approximately 50 feet of small
tube-like crawlway with several flowstone dams. The pas-
sage did continue.

On Saturday, September 9, 1995, Ray Craig, Mike
Ficco, Nancy Holler, Brian Williamson, Carl and I returned
to continue the survey and attempt the climbup. Brian turned
back at a tight spot after deciding that his chest would not
enjoy the squeeze. Carl and Mike surveyed the passage north
from the junction approximately 300 feet. Meanwhile, Ray,
Nancy, and I surveyed the passage that went west from the
junction and into the canyon passage up to the 11 foot
climbup. Mike and Carl returned from their survey. We real-
ized Brian exited with the pitons for the climbup. We all con-
templated how to get up the climb. There are thin beds of
shale in the limestone which provided some foot holds. Mike
climbed to the lip but failed to cross it because it was smooth
and slick, and sloped towards the drop-off. We then spotted
Nancy so she could see over the lip. She confirmed that the
passage continued. We felt unsafe doing the climb without
the aid of equipment.

Mike and I returned on Sunday, April 7, 1996 with a
piton for the climbup. We were not able to wedge the piton
into the thin, shalely layers. After about an hour of effort,
Mike free climbed it and rigged a webbing handline over a
low projection. The climbup was followed by another
climbup which lead to a 20 foot wide 20 foot high upstream
trunk passage with a flat bedding plane ceiling. We surveyed 
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upstream to a side passage. The side passage continued to a
small “root dome” about 12 feet high. The dome broke
through the bedding plane ceiling and had roots coming
down. This had the potential for a new entrance which would
avoid the unpleasant passages of the middle cave. Later, I
made an overlay of a topographic map on the cave map
which indicated that this dome was only about 10 to 20 feet
below the surface. 

Andy Porter and I went back to continue the survey
upstream on Sunday, April 6, 1997. Andy was interested in
the small root dome, so I showed him this first. He could feel
air coming down from the top. We continued the survey
upstream in a crawl that became tight in a couple of places
before enlarging into a walking passage. It was well decorat-
ed with formations and flowstone. This trunk passage was
named the Big n’ Stuff Room. At one end of the passage,
there was a small hole near the ceiling which was blowing a
lot of air. It would take lots of modification for either of us
to fit. It is likely that this air is coming from Rustys Cave
which lies at almost the same elevation 200 feet to the south.
A side passage continued from the Big n’Stuff Room into a
breakdown area with a small passage trending towards Jeffs
Hole (GDD400) which lies only 40 feet beyond. This is at
the current high point in the cave making it 254 feet deep.

On Sunday, April 13, 1997, Ray Craig and Andy took
my map of the line plot with a topographic overlay and went
looking for a possible upper entrance. Andy found a softball
sized hole in the hillside which was sucking air. They dug a
layer of soil about a foot thick away revealing a 14 foot
climbdown. They dug soil at the bottom of the climbdown to

reveal a bedrock slot. They hammered on this spot for a bit
but decided they couldn’t fit. The following Sunday, Nancy
(Holler) Aulenbach, Andy and I returned to the dig. Nancy
slipped through without modification of the tight spot. After
caving a short distance, she returned to confirm a connection
with the known cave. The tight spot was at the top of the root
dome. The entrance was named the Sunbeam Exit because as
we were exiting the cave that afternoon, a sunbeam shone
through the tight spot to the bottom of the root dome. This
entrance has made further exploration and survey in the
upper portion of the cave much more convenient, avoiding
the grimness of the middle cave.

Several trips during 1997 and 1998 have extended the
cave downstream in two upper level fossil passages. The
upper most passage trends towards the end of Kilpatricks
Cave (GDD67) which lies 250 feet away. Currently, we are 

Fin spine fossil found in Hurricane Cave. (Photo by Alan Cressler)
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thwarted by another obstacle. The upper level passage con-
tinues downstream at the top of an 8 foot high, sheer wall
followed by another 12 feet of steeply sloping flowstone. An
aid climb will be needed to continue the survey into the 15
foot wide passage. 

The new wave of exploration had added approximately
2,000 feet of cave to the survey and has significantly
increased its depth. The cave currently has 6,741 feet of tra-
verse with a vertical extent of 254 feet. The largest and most
decorated rooms in the cave are located in this extension.
The cave has several good leads left to explore and the pos-
sibility exists in connecting it to several other caves such as
Rustys Cave, Kilpatricks Cave, Nasty Hole, Beyers Cave,
and Jeffs Hole.
Resurvey Participants

These cavers have been involved in the resurvey explo-
ration of Hurricane Cave: Alan Cressler, Alan Reaid, Andy
Porter, Anne Craig, Brent Aulenbach, Brian Williamson,
Bubba Jones, Carl Anderson, Chip Carter, Chris Jensen,
Chuck O’Neil, Dan Barnick, Dave Sewell, Debbie Warner,

Denei Floienco, Hana Doken, Holly Bunch, James Glass,,
Jay Johnson, Jeff Harris, Jerry Walker, Jessica Song, Joe
Abbot, Johnny Craig, Mark Jones, Michael Gourlay, Mike
Ficco, Mike Fisher, Nancy Aulenbach, Ray Craig, Richard
Blackburn, Scott Carmine, Scott Keith, Scott Laney, Shirley
Sotona, Wayne Todd and Wendy Cown.
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E x p l o r ation and Discov e ry in Guess C a ve
and The Guess C a ve Pro j e c t, 

Jackson Co., Alab a m a

Text and Photos by Alan Cressler NSS 24392

The Ridge Walk
We had four miles remaining to finish the ridgewalk. I

was thirsting to death and was not sure if I would make it
back to the vehicle. I suggested to the group that we head to
the valley floor to see if any of the known caves had water
flowing from them. This was the scenario on July 12, 1997
when Andy Porter, Andy Zellner, John Swartz, Chris
Hudson, and I were ridgewalking in the Guess Creek valley,
located in Jackson County, Alabama. After securing permis-
sion, we climbed the mountain above Guess Creek Cave on
the west side of the valley. The temperature was predicted to
be in the upper 90s so we carried plenty of water. I had two
liters and like on most long summer ridgewalks, I planned to
supplement the water I carried with water from springs. We
systematically walked the mountain side looking for new
caves and pits. As we reached the four mile point of the
walk, no new caves, pits, springs, or running water had been
found and most of us had consumed the water we carried. At
that point, I suggested we hike down the mountain to locate
the four caves I had marked on my topographic map. We
were unable to find the first two caves, the third cave had no
potable water, and we had walked about 1/2 mile past the
fourth cave. Because I was so desperate for water, I suggest-
ed we walk back up the cove to look for what the Alabama

Cave Survey had listed as Guess Cave. My map showed it to
be located downhill from an old house site. We found the old
house site but the cave was not located in the same spot as
the point on my map. We separated and scattered into the
woods looking for the entrance. Within a few minutes we
were beckoned by John to look at a large soil sink. As Andy
Z. checked this sink, not finding anything, John called us to
a nearby feature. As we stood at the top of the soil bank, we
could see fern fronds and other vegetation flapping in a very
strong wind issuing from a rocky cave entrance. I forgot
about my thirst when I witnessed this. We each made our
way, in an excited manner, to the entrance. It was hard to
estimate the wind velocity but the contrast between the 56
degree cave air and the 97 degree outside air temperature
was creating an extremely strong draft. Andy P. wasted no
time in entering the cave. Andy Z., Chris, and I quickly fol-
lowed. We climbed down six feet through the largest of sev-
eral small solutions holes at the base of the outcrop. From the
climb down, a downsloping cobble floored hands and knees
crawl continued 30 feet to a large pool of water. I was saved.
There were a 10 to 12 inch air space over the pool and the
wind was creating small standing waves that lapped the
edge. After I finished doing my camel imitation and filled
my water bottles, Andy P. plunged into the pool and disap-

Doug Strait in a formation section of Guess Creek Cave. (Photo by Alan Cressler)



peared. Andy Z. and I waited in the enjoyable cold wind. He
returned within a few minutes and reported going cave pas-
sage. With a renewed enthusiasm, we finished the walk and
headed to our camping spot.

On Sunday, John and Chris opted for independent plans
and travelled to Huntsville. Andy P., Andy Z., and I planned
to join a cave trip in southern Tennessee but that plan fell
through so we decided to revisit the new find.
The Big Scoop

I consulted the Alabama Cave Survey and the data for
Guess Cave didn't match what we had seen. The survey list-
ed a 29 foot pit and 297 feet of passage. We had the feeling
that we had blundered into a new cave.

Knowing the first obstacle was water, we suited up
appropriately. "The Plumbers Trap" as we called it proved
not to be too difficult. The water was two to three feet deep
and it was possible to keep the torso mostly dry. On the other
side of the pool, was an upsloping gravel and mud slope with
a junction at the top. It was difficult to determine which was
upstream at the junction. The decision was made to follow
the air flow, which happened to issue from the left passage.
After observing the directional wall scallops and mud over-
hangs, we decided we were heading upstream in an overflow
passage. With the exception of one short belly crawl, the
entire 1000 feet of passage we traversed was a hands and
knees crawl or walking passage. (This passage was later
named the "Carpal Tunnel.) The "Carpal Tunnel" eventually
junctioned with a major stream passage. The water was
ponded and still, but we determined that upstream was to the
right. We saved the downstream for future exploration
despite the fact it had an even stronger airflow sucking into
the low wide crawl. As we continued upstream, the water
depth increased until we were swimming. The water finally
became shallow again and the ceiling lowered to a stoop
walk. This stoop passage terminated at a massive breakdown
pile. We could see a huge black void by looking up, so that

is where we headed. The breakdown climbup was difficult
but our rewards were great. We named this the "1st Big
Room". We initially toured left and discovered incredible
formations including: "Jaws", "Red Hot Poker", "The
Funnel", "The False" Shield, Sparkle Falls", and the
"Wishbone". Touring right involved climbing to a higher
level that was about 40 feet above stream level. We found
large banks of sand with ancient ripple marks. We were
forced to stop at "Lovers Leap" with a grand overlook into
the "1st Big Room". Following the tour, we down climbed to
the stream on the other side of the breakdown pile. A large
walking passage continued with areas of deep water. We tra-
versed under a large flowstone formation (later named
"Utters of Mr. Big") and into a passage of increasing size.
We walked past upclimbs into two very large rooms that we
didn't enter. There were two additional areas of breakdown
that we easily climbed through. There was one thing we
began to notice about the stream level breakdown; so much
water had flowed through it that walking sized passages had
been solutioned. Just beyond the third breakdown area was
an incoming passage and stream on the right that continued
for a short distance to an estimated 20 foot high dome with a
waterfall. Andy P. was very excited at the possibility of a
vertical up-route.

We did a lot of swimming and virtually no crawling for
thousands of feet to a fourth breakdown pile. This is where
we decided to stop our scooping. We toured the breakdown
room which was full of very fresh and dangerous looking
breakdown. (This room was later named the "Evil Big #!*#!
Room" or "EBFR".) We felt very strong air flow issuing
from several areas of the breakdown so we suspected the
cave continued.

As we extracted ourselves, all of us kept hitting our
shins on submerged rocks that were obscured by the turbid
water we created on our first pass. The name, "Shin Digger
River" was appropriate. It took a solid hour to reach the sur-

face from the "EBFR".
After exiting, we named it Guess What

Cave. To confirm that it was a new cave and not
just an inaccuracy in the survey, we had to find
Guess Cave. After searching for a while, Andy P.
called us over. At the base of the soiled hill side
was a four foot diameter pit entrance that appeared
to have been enlarged by drilling and blasting.
There was several times the air flow blowing out of
this hole than at Guess What Cave. There was also
the roar of a river issuing from the depths of the pit.
A visual estimate of 30 feet seemed to match the
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Nancy H. Aulenbach passes through the “Plumbers Trap” at
the entrance to Guess Creek Cave, Alabama.

(Photo by Alan Cressler)
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survey's depth of 29 feet listed for the pit. At the time, we
made the assumption that it would connect with Guess What
Cave via that very windy downstream crawl.
The Guess Cave Project

The discovery dominated the conversation at dinner and
the days to follow. The next task was how to manage this
great find. The decision was made by the three of us to turn
it into a project cave. None of us are known to have a secre-
tive side and it wasn't long before it was the talk on an inter-
net cavers forum and other caving circles. That was all right
because it would require a lot of people power to complete
the project.

Brent Aulenbach and Pat Kambesis were approached
about managing the survey and both agreed. I volunteered to
be in charge of photo-documentation. It is a rare event, in
TAG, to have the opportunity to photograph in virgin cave as
it is being explored. This concept captured the attention of
Benjamin von Cramon, a professional film maker and caver
from Atlanta. He contacted us about filming various aspects
of the project for a video to be shown at the 1998 NSS
Convention. I also volunteered to handle project logistics
and personnel list. This included the sensitive dealing with
Three Springs, Inc., a rehabilitation program for young
adults. Andy Porter agreed to coodinate physical science
studies including dye traces, discharge measurements, water
chemistry, etc. Nancy Aulenbach volunteered to handle the
biological and historical aspects. Andy Porter would also
tackle any dome climbing projects.

Although we originally agreed on a trip size of no more
than 12 people, that quickly exploded into a predictable
"cast-o-thousands". Each aspect of the project required a

minimum number of people. We tried to have no fewer than
two three-person survey teams and several times had four
three-person survey teams per trip. Benji needed several
sherpas to carry his many bags of video equipment and
lights. I needed a minimum of three people for photographic
purposes. Three Springs, Inc., was always very accommo-
dating to our large groups.
Project Personnel
Chris Hudson, Andy Porter, Andy Zellner, Brent Aulenbach,
Nancy Aulenbach, Suzi Beaumont, Seamus Decker, Pat
Kambesis, Don Coons, Doug Strait, Mike Ficco, Alan
Cressler, Julie Reese, John Swartz, Chris Kelly, Paul Bowen,
Marion O. Smith, Misty Sperry, Gary Chambers, Cara Biner
(dog), Lewis Pucket, Stan Olekas, Paula Ledbetter, Scott
Fee, Terry Ragon, Patty Springer, Stephen Collins, Benjamin
von Cramon, Paul Smith, Paul Aughey, Terry Bigioni, Kim
Grossman, Suzanne DeBlois, Heath Many, David Cole,
Dawn von Cramon, Debby Johnson, Jim Smith, Jeff Dilcher,
Forest Platt, Marvin Miller, Peter Michaud, Ted Weldon,
Barbie Voegtle, Carl Hlavenka and David DeHart.
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Andy Zellner illuminates a translucent formation in Guess Creek Cave, AL.
(Photo by Alan Cressler)
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Introduction
Tumbling Rock Cave is one of Alabama's most well-

known and frequently visited caves. An easily accessible
entrance, long stretches of friendly streamway, large break-
down-floored boreholes and nicely decorated chambers
attract a lot of visitation. On any given weekend, scores of
people converge on the parking area just across the road
from the entrance. Many belong to church groups, boy scout
troops or cave-for-pay excursions. Others are wanting to
challenge themselves, see new sites, photograph or video, or
to go back to an interesting passage or lead that they saw on
a previous trip. For whatever reasons, over the past forty-five
years, Tumbling Rock Cave has seen a tremendous amount
of traffic.

Tumbling Rock Cave is located north of Scottsboro,
Alabama under Crow Mountain. A small spring flows from
the base of a low outcrop located about 25 feet downhhill
from the gated entrance. This spring makes up the headwa-
ters of Mud Creek, one of the main surface drainages in the
area. Most all of the cave is formed in the Monteagle
Limestone with exception of the Topless Dome (396 feet)
and possibly the spring (which may breach the St. Louis
limestone.) The 396-foot tall dome, by viture of its height,
must pierce through the Hartselle formation (probably at the
Gargoyle Ledge, 170 feet from the floor) and well into the
Bangor limestone.

By today's standards, Tumbling Rock is con-
sidered to be the epitome of a "beginner's" cave.
However, the well-worn paths made by scores of
cavers over the year's have obscured the original
obstructions that challenged the early explorers
who pushed and mapped the cave in the early fifties
to mid-sixties. A combination of ingenuity, unusual
exploration methods and persistence allowed cavers
to explore the cave to its current extent.
Early Use of the Cave

The windy entrance to "Blowing Cave" as it
was known before the 1950s had undoubtedly
caught the attention of the local people in the area.
Though very little is known about human visitation
before the Civil War era, the cave does hold evi-

dence of saltpeter works from the Civil War in addition to a
host of historical signatures. Marion O. Smith (1990)
describes the mined area of the cave as follows:

"The saltpeter mining evidence in Tumbling Rock
Cave is considerable. About 1500 feet from the
entrance are rocks made into a walkway. A few
hundred feet further, on a large, high shelf on the
right, are at least five mounds of dirt, which may be
the remains of small saltpeter vats. Some thousand
feet inside is the main saltpeter area which has at
least eight vats and associated dug out areas. The
vats, which are about eight by eight and a half feet,
are arranged in tiers of three, two, and three, with
their middle tier having piles of dumped dirt at each
end. The wood is mostly rotted away, leaving only
dirt casts, some intact, some broken. On top of one
of the vats is a human barefoot print, indicating it
was probably made while Boyd, Hudson, and
Barbee (mining contractors in 1863) worked the
cave."

Early Explorations - 1953-1960
Tumbling Rock Cave was brought to the attention of

cavers through the early explorations of Phillip Zettler-
Seidel (who also gave the cave its current name). By the
early fifties, he had pushed the cave beyond the saltpeter vats
and the Elephants Feet, through to the Wildcat Rockpile, the

Tumbling R ock Cave: 
The Remaking of a Classic

by Patricia Kambesis NSS 17304

The “Elephants Feet” formation in Tumbling Rock Cave.
(Photo by Dave Bunnell)
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Wind Tunnel, past the Hidden Door, into the Great Hall of
Mysteries stopping at the breakdown which made up the
Suicide Crawl. Located some 1.5 miles beyond the entrance,
the Suicide Crawl is an eight-foot diameter passage which
was blocked with very unstable rock (hence came the name
Tumbling Rock Cave). However, air movement through the
breakdown hinted of passages beyond and even the possibil-
ity of a second entrance.

In 1955, Huntsville Grotto cavers initiated a focused
effort to explore, map and extend Tumbling Rock beyond the
Suicide Crawl. Over the course of the next five years
Huntsville Grotto cavers were successful in that endeavor
and pushed the cave to its current known boundaries. Bill
Varnedoe's ever-expanding map of the cave reflected their
efforts. The first version of the map was published in the NSS
News in 1958 - with the end of the cave shown at the Great
Hall of Mysteries. In 1960 an updated map published in the
Georgia Spelunker showed the cave terminus at the Pillar of
Fire. In March of 1961, in another NSS News article, the
cave map showed the extension through Dowell's Dilemma
to Terry's Tiger Teeth.

In 1960, Jack Allen wrote a series of articles in the
Huntsville Grotto Newsletter summarizing the various
unconventional but successful methods that the Huntsville
Grotto cavers had used between 1955 and 1960 to push the
limits of Tumbling Rock Cave.
The King's Shower and Topless Pit

One of the areas of the cave that intrigued the Huntsville
Grotto explorer's was the King's Shower, a waterfall located
in a southwest side passage situated off of the main route
before the Great Hall of Mysteries. A short pit just inside the
passage led to a lower stream level and eventually to break-
down below the Great Hall of Mysteries. However, it was the
origin of the waterfall above the pit that piqued the cavers'
interest. To quench that curiosity, they used a two-by-eight
inch board that was seven feet long to provide a base for
climbing up to the waterfall. Jack Allen gives the following
account:

"After the board was in place, the first
man climbed up through the waterfall, and
rigged a cable ladder so the remaining
members of the party could go up. A tem-
porary dam was constructed to stop the
water while they climbed. As the stream
backed up, it was observed that some of
the water was dripping into the main pas-
sage below. This indicated a thin floor at
this point, and a few experimental blows
with a pick opened a hole large enough for
a man to enter."

The hole described above diverted

much of the water that supplied the King's
Shower, into the main passage. It also led
to one of the cave's most interesting fea-
tures - the Topless Pit, so named because
the explorer's could not see its uppermost
limit. Allen reports: "The acoustics in this
area are even more awesome--the rever-
beration time is about three seconds, and
even our most conservative members have
burst forth with operatic arias in this
region."

On a later trip, someone brought in a
motorcycle battery and sealed beam to
help illuminate the top. The high beam
was able to penetrate some of the fine mist
of water which falls from above and the
cavers estimated that the Topless pit was at
least 150 feet high. In Jack Allen's sum-
mary of the discovery he says " It appears
that what we thought was the King's
Shower was merely the drainage of it. The
true shower is in the Topless Pit; for what
man - prince or peasant, can resist the urge
to sing in this magnificent bath?"

ATree Grows in Tumbling Rock
Another innovation used to explore upper leads in

Tumbling Rock was the climbing pole technique. T h e
Hunstville cavers put their own ingenious spin on the acqui-
sition and transport of their version of a climbing pole into
Tumbling Rock. Jack Allen reports:

"Thanks to the Auburn Grotto, we
found that it was possible to carry a tree
into a cave. This magnificent piece of
information had heretofore eluded us for
some unknown reason. Once in place,
however, a cable ladder could be attached
to the tree, and used to scale an otherwise
impossible wall.

Since the tree was about 25-feet long,
h o w e v e r, it caused some problems in
geometry which would have to be seen to
be appreciated. The tree weighed so much
that it required three men to carry. Now a
tree is straight, while a cave is not...

A full day was required to get the tree
into position at the top of the Great Hall of
Mysteries, and everyone was bushed. On
the return trip, later, we found that some
thoughtful kluck had pushed the tree over
a cliff to the bottom of the Great Hall of
Mysteries, 120 feet below. We hoisted it
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back into position and rigged. We were
successful in gaining access to some fis-
sure-type passage which failed to be
extensive. At one end of a crawlway,
where it tapered down too small for
egress, a waterfall could be heard beyond.
This was encouraging, and we enlarged
the passage by digging so that we could
get through. At the other end, we found
that the passage opened up. The floor was
40-feet below and the ceiling was 20-feet
above. The room which we discovered
was 175 feet in diameter, and it was not
possible with the most powerful light in
the group to see the other side. A major
breakthrough had been made to a room we
named the "Emperor's Room" but the trip
from the Great Hall of Mysteries to this
new area still required over an hour by this
route, although the distance as the worm
crawls between these two rooms is less
than 30 feet in places."

Psyched with their success in the Great Hall of
Mysteries, the explorers moved their "climbing pole" efforts
to the Topless Pit area, specifically to the Mud Formation Pit
(named for the clay-silt formations at the bottom). Their new
objective was a waterfall passage located 40 feet up a shear
wall situated adjacent to the Mud Formation Pit. Jack Allen
elaborates:

"The tree in the Great Hall of Mysteries,
by this time, thinking it was spring because of
the mild temperature, had sprouted twigs. This
was fortunate, for it was necessary to put quite
a bend in it to get it into the new area. Even
then, the thing was ten feet short of the goal. A
construction crew donated an eight foot long,
four-by-four, and this was spliced to the butt of
the tree.

As any fool knows, 30 feet plus eight feet
equals 38 feet. This meant that we had to rock
climb over the lip of the waterfall, for it start-
ed 40 feet off of the floor. Actually, we hauled
rocks to elevate the base of the floor where the
tree stood, but even this was inadequate. When
we reached this apparent passage, we saw that
the water came through some huge boulders
above. These were wedged and this prevented
them from falling. The first man up had to
scale the outer fringes of this rubble, meaning
he was out over the floor of the Mud
Formation Pit, some 50 feet below."

The climber rigged a line through the wedged boulders
allowing the other cavers in the team to join him without
repeating this heinous climb. Once regrouped, the cavers dis-
covered that they were on a saddle that separated the Mud
Formation Pit and an unknown pit. They climbed down to
the virgin pit and rigged it. The opposite side of the virgin pit
sloped upwards to a large hole which they named the
Forbidden Door. Further investigation revealed that they
were in an upper level located some 90 feet above floor of
the Great Hall of Mysteries.

Again, Jack aptly summarizes their discovery:
"Apparently, at one time this stream

had carved the pit in back of the Forbidden
Door and carved a solution passage that
runs parallel with one wall of the Great
Hall of Mysteries. A part of this stream
was responsible for the Christmas Tree
formation. From place to place, this solu-
tion passage would break into the Great
Hall of Mysteries, and it was these open-
ings, inaccessible from the floor of the
Great Hall of Mysteries, which gave the
room its name."

As a side note about the climbing pole tree, apparently
the original explorers never removed it from that section of
the cave. In 1997, a Dogwood City Grotto caver was telling
me about his latest trip to Tumbling Rock Cave. In his
account, he went on about seeing evidence that a tremendous
amount of water must flow down the Topless Dome during
heavy rains. When I asked him to elaborate, he mentioned
seeing a 25-foot long tree trunk in a passage adjacent to the
Topless Dome.
The "Construction" of Johnson's Junction

Access to the Emperor's Room was still time-consuming
and problematic. A preliminary survey showed that the Great
Hall of Mysteries and the Emperor's Room were less than 30
feet apart. However, it was taking cavers over an hour to tra-
verse the established route between the two rooms. The solu-
tion to this "distance" problem was construction of a new
passage that would join the two rooms. A more detailed and
accurate survey, coupled with some voice communication
through breakdown, imparted direction to this new effort.
Jim Allen provides yet another colorful account:

"Eventually, voice contact was made,
but the hole from which it came was diffi-
cult to locate. Once found, we started
enlarging it from both ends until we could
detect light from the other end of the pas-
sage. After much work with picks, shov-
els, and hammers, we could squeeze
through, but there was still one difficult
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part where the crawlway elbowed its way
upward and to the right and there wasn't
enough room to change position. If there
had been enough room in the crawlway,
this could have been remedied with sever-
al blows of a sledge. Instead, we decided
to attempt a well placed shot of dynamite
during the next trip.

On the next trip, we left one crew at
the Great Hall of Mysteries end so that in
the event the entire crawlway collapsed,
they could get us out via the old route. The
shot was a 35 mm film can filled with 60
percent dynamite and covered with about
ten pounds of mud. On top of this, we
placed several slabs of limestone. Then we
electronically detonated this from a safe
distance. The success of this operation
exceeded our fondest expectations."

Thus the Huntsville cavers provided themselves with a
new route which offered quicker and easier access to the
Emperor's Room which at that time, was the limit of explo-
ration in Tumbling Rock Cave.
The Blue Crawl and Beyond

With good access to the Emperor's Room, the Huntsville
Grotto explorers turned their attentions to some tight, small
leads at the far end of the main chamber: a stubborn rectan-
gular hole and a tight solutional passage 15 feet above it. Jim
Johnson, who had been experimenting with rock fracturing
techniques, tackled the leads with two sledge hammers, one
pick, a rock drill, an entrenching shovel, a blowtorch, a pinch
bar, and a gallon of gasoline. With the blow torch, Jim had
the most success in the upper lead (the Blue Crawl). Jack
Allen describes the lead and Jim's efforts as follows:

"The Blue Crawl is a little difficult to
describe, but if you can imagine a cowboy
captured by Commanches, stripped nude,
with his eyelids pinned open with cactus
needles, and staked out on an ant hill, face
up to the sun, and a three-inch diameter
cedar post hammered through his
abdomen, after about five hours, you have
the idea. For those who have the idea that
it couldn't get worse (class 7.5" crawl?),
just think about poor Jim. While he was
working his blowtorch he chanced to wig-
gle over onto some of the red hot rocks
that he had previously worked on!. Now
Jim is a pretty religious man, not usually
given to vile epithets, but..."

Jack also notes that the Blue Crawl was actually named

from Peg Fowler, a Nittany Grotto caver, while negotiating
the crawl. Apparently she had a difficult time with the con-
stricted crawl and as Jack puts it, "Due to her violent lan-
guage, the air in the crawlway turned blue, and enough of it
stuck to the walls that the air has now become permanently
blue."

Jim Johnson finally did work his way through the crawl
only to find himself up on a high wall overlooking a large
room (the Inner Sanctum). The climb-down into the room
looked dubious and since Jim was alone he did not pursue it
at that time. On a return trip, and after more enlargement of
the Blue Crawl, the climb down was negotiated. The passage
continued through Allen's Alley, beyond a low, but spacious
crawl and into a large, breakdown-floored borehole called
the Hall of the Gods. After several hundred feet, the borehole
ended just beyond the top of a mud-covered, breakdown
mountain called Mount Olympus. The "icing" to the exten-
sion was the beautiful Pillar of Fire; a large, brilliant red and
orange-colored flowstone stalagmite, with two smaller red-
dish stals at its base called the Flamingoes. This extension
added over 1500 feet of passage to the cave and, for the time
being, this appeared to be the terminus of Tumbling Rock
Cave.

In 1960/61 the Suicide Passage was finally opened from
the Allen's Alley Side. This made for a faster, much less
painful route to the Pillar of Fire. However, to this day, many
cavers still use the Blue Crawl route.
But Wait There's More!

In 1960, activity level still ran high and resulted in the
discovery of an extension beyond Mount Olympus. Mike
Dowell and Terry Tarkington began exploring a series of
northeast trending breakdown crawls at the base of Mt.
Olympus. They got as far as a constriction through which
Mike would not fit, hence the name Dowell's Dilemma.
Terry continued a bit farther to what appeared to be another
breakdown end. In December of 1960, along with Peter
Grant, they set a camp near the stream just before the Totem
Gallery. After making camp they took off for the crawls. This
time all three made it beyond the constriction. However, they
noted new footprints which ended shortly beyond where
Terry had previously stopped. The mystery cavers spray
painted "dead end" on a rock and proceeded no further. (This
message can still be seen on the route through.) The trio
pushed hard to get beyond the breakdown crawlway. Their
progress in what is now known as the DT Passage (for
Dowell-Tarkington) was reported by Terry Tarkington as fol-
lows:

"The crawling was so agonizing and
torturous that when Terry stepped into a
huge room and yelled back the news, Mike
and Peter weren't too sure that he wasn't
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kidding. They were sure that those break-
down crawls would never end. Not a sin-
gle footprint or mark was in the room
when it was first entered by Terry.

The room, "Grant's Tomb," was about
550 long, 70 feet wide and 20 feet high in
the center. The floor was breakdown. No
spectacular formations were noted. A n
extension of the room went in a north-
westerly direction and ended after rising in
elevation in "Tarkington's Tiger Teeth."
This was a smaller breakdown room with
the roof studded with stratified rock hang-
ing precariously like Christmas tree orna-
ments from the ceiling. This is the most
dangerous looking spot seen in the cave."

The cavers also discovered a parallel northeastern trend-
ing arm of the Tigers Teeth passage, mapping 215 feet in nar-
row canyon passage. Though air movement was evident, the
canyon got too narrow and rubble choked to allow passage.

Returning to Grant's Tomb, the team discovered a route
to stream level which they named the "Reflection Pool of
Grant's Tomb". Both upstream and down, the ceiling gets
low and requires full submersion; they did not explore this
water route. A total of 1000 feet of new passage was sur-
veyed that day with a number of breakdown leads still to be
checked.
Upper Levels and Midsections, 1959-1961

In early 1959, Philip Zettler-Seidel reported finding
upper level passages near the Elephant's Feet formation.
During the Fall of that year, cavers P. Snow, Susie Richards,
Marshall Fausold and Mickey Engel entered this upper level
section. Their explorations revealed a series of four tall
canyon passages. Three sets of passages were reported to end
in dome pits with ceiling heights between 80-120 feet. A
fourth passage ended in a pit which dropped back down to

stream level.
The explorers never returned to survey this segment of

cave; so consequently, it never appeared on any of the maps.
However, many others did manage to find it but maintained
secrecy about the location. Over the years, this upper level
began to take on mythical proportions and by the time I
heard about it, the upper level was proported to be several
miles long. During the resurvey effort, about a half mile of
passage was mapped there. On one of the survey trips, the
signatures of the original explorers and the trip date were
scratched in a mudbank in one of the passages.

In 1961, one more new area was discovered in the mid-
section of Tumbling Rock Cave. The Wildcat Rock Pile
Extension was explored and mapped by Peter Grant. Though
a report and preliminary map was published in the Huntsville
Grotto Newsletter in 1961, this section did not appear on any
of Varnedoe's maps. Unlike the upper level passage, very
few people knew anything about this area, as I was to even-
tually find out.

Both of these sections of the cave, one which was not
mapped, and the second whose data were not available to
Varnedoe when he was making his first drafts of the
Tumbling Rock map did not appear in his final version of the
map. These oversights are probably the number one con-
tributing factor to why both sections of cave have managed
to stay relatively pristine.
A Second Way In?

The strong and persistent wind that dances through the
entrance and constricted areas of Tumbling Rock Cave had
intrigued and motivated the early explorers of the cave. The
potential of the wind was proven after each successful exten-
sion effort. However, one possibility that still eluded the
Huntsville Grotto cavers was that of a second entrance.
Dowell-Tarkington-Grant's efforts at extending the cave
were successful, but only to just beyond the Tigers Teeth.
Though the wind still persisted in that area, there was no

Varnedoes’Composite projected profile - Tumbling Rock Entrance to South Timber Cave from Huntsville Grotto Newsletter, Vol. 5, No. 4, April 1964.
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obvious way to continue. However, the Huntsville group,
being the creative explorers that they were, took to the sur-
face in search of a possible insurgence to Tumbling Rock.
They found it some three miles up Round Cove to the north
of the Tumbling Rock entrance and in the form of rock and
debris-choked South Timber Cave.

An anonymous author offered the following on the idea
of a "second way in".

“The idea of a second entrance has much to
recommend it. South Timber Cave is probably the
influx of the Tumbling Rock stream. This is gener-
ally accepted, agrees with what evidence is avail-
able, but has never been proven by tracing tech-
niques. It is thus a logical second entrance (or exit,
assuming it is possible to exit where no one has
been able to enter). The volume of air flowing from
the Tumbling Rock entrance also suggests a major

second opening, although not necessarily a pass-
able one."
To illustrate the possibility of a second entrance, Bill

Varnedoe constructed a profile of Tumbling Rock Cave and
added a topographic overlay of the mountain from the
entrance of Tumbling Rock to that of South Timber Cave. He
added to that composite a profile of the adjacent Mud Creek
Valley. Though the existing survey of TR did not have verti-
cal control, a datum was extrapolated by connecting a line
joining the entrances of both caves. It was speculated that
even without vertical control the datum line was probably
close to correct since gradient in TR seemed to be fairly
consistent throughout and because there are no mainstream
waterfalls.

Based on this composite, the anonymous author still
questioned the existence of a second entrance. He reasoned
that since the upstream extent of the cave appeared to inter-

Allen's Alley - Big passage beyond the Blue Crawl that was first
entered by Jack Allen in 1960.
Asphalt Pool -A patch of black flowstone, located in one of the
upper level parallels near the King's Shower.
Asphalt Ooze - Patches of black organic substance which is prob-
ably asphalt that has dripped from the ceiling. This phenomenon
is located on breakdown blocks located at the uppermost slope in
the Hall of the Gods.
Blue Crawl - In a 1960 trip, Nittany Grotto cavers noticed that
the air in the tight connecting crawl between the Emperor's Room
and the lnner Sanctum that turned blue from invectives emitted
by cavers as they crawl through.
Christmas Tree -A distinctive Flowstone stalagmite located in
the Great Hall of Mysteries.
DT Passage - The breakdown pass between Mt. Olympus and
Grant's Tomb, named after Peter Dowell and Terry Tarkington,
the cavers who originally pushed the crawl.
Elephant Feet - The big circular formations located beyond the
Saltpeter works named by Bill Stevenson in 1957.
Fishreel Canyon - On Huntsville Grotto's first trip in 1953, they
lost a fishreel with the survey tape on it in this canyon (recovered
since).
Ghost Crawl - In 1956, a group of Huntsville Cavers plus one
dog, were mapping in TR. On the way out, Bill Varnedoe swears
that the dog kept putting its paws on his back while he was map-
ping a crawlway. Once out of the crawl, Bill saw that the dog
was not behind him but in front of him. The caver behind Bill
reports that there was no dog in the crawl nor that anything was
touching Bill. Rather than accept this account, Bill named the
passage Ghost Crawl.
Great Hall of Mysteries - The big chamber beyond the King's
Shower named because of all of the mysterious holes in the ceil-
ing.
Hall of the Gods - Several hundred feet of Borehole that leads to
Mount Olympus and the Pillar of Fire.

Hidden Door - Located just beyond the Totem Galley, the unob-
vious but nevertheless, main route. Going in-cave the "door" is
unremarkable. Exiting the cave, it can be difficult to find in
breakdown.
The King's Shower -A waterfall that used to be located in the
sidepassage across from the Topless Dome. When the Dome was
discovered (by knocking a hole in the ceiling of the main pas-
sage), the waterfall was captured by and thus migrated to the
main passage.
Pillar of Fire/Flamingoes -A large bright red and orange stalag -
mite located at the top of Mt. Olympus. The Flamingoes are the
two smaller red stalagmites at its base.
The Sewers -A series of upper breakdown passages and wet
crawls located on the west side of the mainstream just before the
Wildcat Rockpile.
Terry's Tiger Teeth -A distinctive set of loose-looking rocks that
hang from the ceiling in a breakdown passage near the end of the
cave.
Topless Dome -A 396-foot high gun-barrel shaped dome
accessed via the current King's Shower.
Suicide Passage - An unstable breakdown-filled passage which at
one time was the terminus of the cave. It was dug out and stabi-
lized in 1961 and now bypasses the Blue Crawl.
Vujade Extension - The upper level passage located above the
Elephants Feet named because footprints indicated that "everyone
else" had been there before - except the team who mapped it.
Wildcat Pit -A pit, (so named because of a wildcat that was
reputedly sighted in the area) formed from dripping water on
breakdown.
Wildcat Rockpile - Breakdown room that contains the Wildcat
Pit.
The Wind Tunnel - The breezy, formation corridor located just
beyond the Wildcat Rockpile. At one time, it contained direction-
al helictites.

Place Names in Tumbling R ock
(from Varnedoe, 1961, updated by Kambesis 1998)
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sect the Mud Creek Valley Profile and assuming that the
watertable followed the topography, then the cave beyond
the valley intersection might be phreatic. Or perhaps the
cave was discontinuous because of breakdown. Either way,
it didn't look promising for a humanly traversable route
between South Timber and Tumbling Rock caves. However,
before the second entrance idea could be nixed, Anon sug-
gested that a vertical control survey be conducted to show
whether TR actually followed the valley profile or extended
on a more even gradient, and that some ridgewalking be
done above South Timber Cave. In typical Huntsvillian-
style, Varnedoe chose a more innovative approach - the use
of smoke candles.
Smoke Under Crowe Mountain

The plan for Huntsville Grotto's January 1965 trip was
simple -set off smoke bombs at strategic spots in the cave
and check the mountainside above for the escaping smoke.
Terry Tarkington and John Veitch both give rather different
reports of the same trip.

According to Tarkington: "This turned out to be a large-
scale effort with some 20 people in the initial party and more
arriving later to check out some pits in the adjacent hollow.
Bill Torode, Bill Ellis, and Tom George went to the back of
the cave with smoke candles and rockets; Jim Johnson, John
Veitch and I started overland to Round Cove and Timber
Cave; the rest of the people went into the cave for a short
tour before going out to check the hillside at the zero-hour of
1pm."

According to Veitch: "Grotto trips requiring coordina-
tion and planning, I have learned to respect and arriving at
the Sears station to find Bill Varnedoe, daddy of this one,
absent did nothing to allay my fears. Jim Johnson, standing
on a rock at the entrance in a cold and blustery wind, did a
masterful job of organizing; however, as soon as he had dis-
patched Bill Torode into the cave and I had taken his warm
coat from the car, we found ourselves, a cog in the machine,
struggling off to Round Cove." 

Tarkington: "As we left the cave entrance we gradual-
ly climbed the mountain to the northwest to about the 1100
foot contour and then followed that contour around the
mountain, on the east side of the hollow, headed toward
Round Cove. At about the 1150 contour near the intersection
of sections 26, 27, 34 and 35, Jim found a small pit and
climbed down it as far as he could. It went down about 25
feet in a couple of stages and then went north for about 10
feet before dropping another 10 feet. At this point, which he
reached by chimneying, it narrowed so he could not squeeze
through. There was a small air current coming out; however,
and Jim seemed to think it fit the description of a pit Tom
Sawyer had checked in the same area several years ago."

Veitch: " The trip...was a battle with giant sawbriars

growing in a great jumble of rocks, or so it seemed - and if
we hadn't found an old logging road for the last of the trip in
and the whole trip out we might still be going."

Tarkington: "Continuing toward Round Cove, we came
to about 20 fairly large (30-40 feet deep) sinks at about the
1300-foot contour. If Tumbling Rock Continues toward
Timber Cave, as I'm convinced it does, these sinks should be
right over the cave. At Round Cove we took a cursory look
at four possible entrances of Timber Cave. The most promis-
ing - North Timber Cave -was to the left of the main entrance
(South Timber Cave, where the stream enters, which was
thoroughly clogged with waterlogged debris). The entrance
is about 15 feet wide and 3 feet high and had several logs and
sticks jammed in but it seemed relatively clear of the sand
and mud that were in the other entrances. The logs were not
so numerous that they couldn't be cut out in several hours by
a determined party. There must be a connection with the
main cave since the logs had been pulled into the opening by
a considerable stream of water. Forcing this entrance would
be a good project for next spring or summer."

Veitch: "The almost legendary Round Cove is a place of
a certain desolate beauty. The caves are at the base of a
cirque-like hundred-foot cliff and the whole cove and sur-
rounding hills evidently drain into them. The area in front is
a vast alluvial disaster of mud, sand and debris. The stream,
passive when we were there, cuts through about 8 feet of
sand to enter the lowest entrance and a waterfall just to the
left adds more water, all of which disappears into a morass
of sand, rocks and rotting tree parts - from trunks on down.
Jim says it was once enterable for a number of feet and that
the whole area looked different. There is thus some evidence
- strengthened by what looks like faint bull-dozer blade
traces - that the rumored dam was actually built (by pushing
junk against the cliff) and that its' failure caused the great
Tumbling Rock Flood of two years ago. Certainly a great
deal of water has gone in, enough to jam logs over a foot in
diameter into Terry's favorite entrance, which is 10 feet
above the present stream. A lot of sand obviously has too, but
there was a fairly strong breeze blowing in and there may
well be passage beyond the litter. It seemed to me, after this
trip, that the hours spent poking around in the cave could
have been spent more profitably on the mountain and in
Round Cove"

No smoke was ever detected by any of the parties hik-
ing the surface outside the cave. If there were other attempts
to "smoke-trace" Tumbling Rock Cave to an upper entrance
or to the surface, they remain unpublished and thus unac-
counted.
High Visitation and Impact

The incredible amount of attention and traffic focused
on the cave between the mid-fifties to mid-sixties became
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heartbreakingly obvious. Delicate helictites were gone, for-
mations were broken, litter was everywhere. Caver impact
was felt not just inside the cave but outside too. Large groups
camped near the entrance and congested parking and inad-
vertent damage to private property did not bode well for land
owner relations. Published maps, reports and photographs
coupled with word-of-mouth, increased the notoriety and
popularity of Tumbling Rock Cave throughout TAG and
beyond. In 1965, Terry Tarkington and John Veitch made the
following observations after the famous smoke detection
trip:

Tarkington: "After hiking back to the Tumbling Rock
entrance (without seeing any smoke), John and I took a short
tour of the cave. The trip was somewhat depressing since
there seems to be more and more litter each time we go
through it.”

Veitch: " Mr. Dolberry, the cave's patient owner, has
been disturbed by the number of people cluttering his barn-
yard across from the cave. There were about 10 cars clog-
ging it when we left for Round Cove and if anything, more
when we returned...We let Jim Johnston refuse a proffered
beer three times, then made a quick cave tour. I was amazed
at the lack of vandalism, although, of course, the cave is
completely ruined. After hearing about it for three years, I
expected the very walls to have been carried away. Someone
had even piled most of the trash into mounds. There are
approximately equal numbers of graffiti representing

Huntsville High School and Georgia colleges. Back outside,
we resumed our fire-side vigil, waiting for Torode. Mr.
Dolberry drove by and stopped to talk to Larry McLennan,
whom he probably looks upon with more favor than most.
The fire at this time was giving an interesting example of
conspicuous consumption, since it was digesting a couple of
fenceposts.”

At that time there were already rumors that the land
owner wanted to close the cave. By 1966, Huntsville Grotto
members built a gate at the entrance and began a series of
clean-up trips to remove garbage and eliminate some of the
names on the walls. Eventually, relatives of Mr. Dolberry
moved into the house near the entrance and they assumed
control of access to the cave. At some point in time (when is
not clear), they started collecting a "parking fee" which was
charged to all individuals entering the cave and everyone
was (and still is) required to sign a release form. Despite the
gate, fee and waiver form, Tumbling Rock Cave remains one
of Alabama's most popular and frequently visited caves.
Topless Pit, the "Everest of Subterranean Climbing"

In 1958, Huntsville Grotto cavers were the first to look
up into the misty darkness of the Topless Domepit. Their
speculations of the height of the dome were extremely con-
servative due to the fact their carbide lights were not strong
enough to illuminate the ceiling. Even an attempt with a high
beam motorcycle light which barely penetrated the fine
spray falling from above, elicited an extremely conservative
ceiling height estimate of 150 feet.

In 1964, members of the Atlanta Grotto tried their hand
at measuring the ceiling height of the dome. Equipped with
lots of string and some helium balloons they came up with a
measurement of 388 feet! This mindboggling ceiling height
remained unconfirmed until the mid seventies when Don
Davison and Cheryl Jones undertook the incredible feat of
climbing the Topless Domepit. Over the course of two years,
they set a 555 foot long aid-route which took them to the
ceiling of the dome. They reported seeing a narrow fissure
near the top which eventually pinched out. Davison and
Jones finished the ascent and with a wire, measured the
dome to a height of 396 feet. (For more details on their
climb see Jim Smith's article on history of dome climbing in
TAG).

In 1982, a team of caver-climbers from Central
Connecticut Grotto attempted to repeat Davison/Jone's climb
of the Topless Dome. The team, made up of Clark Dailey,
Mike Heintz, Bob Jefferys, Don Kowalski and Bob Magyar,
hoped to use Davison's original anchors to achieve the "ceil-
ing.” Equipped with maps, descriptions and directions from
Davison they planned a four-day camp in Tumbling Rock.

Once in the dome, they reestablished the initial belay
stance by slotting chocks in the floor (since the resident bolts

Don Davison cleaning the pitch before the Looking Glass Ledge, Topless
Dome, Tumbling Rock Cave, Alabama. (Photo by Cheryl Jones)
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were not useable). After an initial bit of free-climbing the
team began to gain altitude using self-drives and cliffhang-
ers. With another 60 feet of climbing they finally found and
were able to use Davison's anchors. This allowed them to
complete the first pitch at the 134-foot Belay Ledge.

They continued to find anchors and were able to make it
up the "relentless vertical wall" to the next belay stance,
called the Gargoyle Ledge located at the 170-foot level.
Beyond this next belay stance Bob Jefferys elaborates in an
1982 NSS News article:

"Gargoyle Ledge, named after a sta-
lagmite above it, was a sloping muddy
terrace. The character of the dome
altered dramatically at this elevation. Its
dimensions increased some, but the
most striking thing for a climber was
that the walls had a thick, grimy, mud
coating!. Once more we were uncertain
of the route because all of the original
anchors were obscured by mud."

The climbers used a 100,000-candlepower spotlight to
scan the dome in search of their next objective at the 270-
foot level called the Crow's Nest. At this point their style of
climbing changed radically - toward the conservative. Full
and half-bolts were used instead of the cliffhanger moves
used on the earlier pitches. The mud and its inherent diffi-
culties slowed their rate of ascent dramatically. The mud
never relented and they came within 10 feet of the Crow's
Nest.

Jeffrey's reported: "Since the next pitch was a 178-foot
traverse, we would never make it without finding Davison's
anchors. We might need another week. We had one day. I
went back up the dome and confirmed the report. Then reluc-
tantly, I rigged a standing line supplied by Gadsden Grotto
and made a retreat. During our underground adventure we
had learned much. The team acquired more big-wall experi-
ence. We had sharpened our skills, as well as proved new
techniques and new equipment. Most of all, though, we had
acquired an appreciation for a considerable achievement: the
scaling of Topless Dome by Don Davison and Cheryl Jones,
pioneers of the most advanced form of vertical caving.”

Another 14 years went by before the climb was re-
attempted. In 1996, a long-time TAG caver, Bear Thurman,
and Terry Christianson, a climber from Canada, set out to
repeat the Davison/Jones climb. Though they initially had
permission from the landowner's to do the climb and had
made considerable progress in the effort, the landowners
changed their minds and revoked permission before the pro-
ject was complete. However, Thurman and Christianson,
now so close to the top, opted to go for it anyway. One more
trip brought their vertical route footage to 457 feet. They had

also rigged to stage an assault in what appeared to be nego-
tiable passage near the top (probably the pinch-out feature
reported by Davison/Jones). However, they would never get
the opportunity to return. The landowners discovered that
the climbing team had defied their wishes by proceeding
with the project. This action nearly resulted in closure of the
cave. It took the diplomatic skills of Dogwood City Grotto
cavers Kathy Mackay and E.T. Davis to convince the
landowners not to take such a drastic action. At present, the
Precise's do not want anyone, under any circumstances, to
re-attempt the Topless Dome climb.
MOS's Grand Suck-In

In late 1989, Marion O. Smith contacted me about resur-
veying the entrance section of Tumbling Rock Cave in sup-
port of a book he was writing on Saltpeter Mining in Jackson
County, Alabama. I had never before been to TR having
summarily dismissed it as a trashed-out beginner's cave. In
January of 1990, Marion, Kris Green and I surveyed from
the entrance to the Saltpeter vats - some 2000 feet of pas-
sage. During the survey, as Marion pointed out historic sig-
natures and remaining evidence of saltpeter mining activity,
I told him how impressed I was with the cave, that it was not
the trashed out sacrificial cavern that I expected. As we fin-
ished up the last few shots of the day, Marion suggested that
I take a few minutes to check out the stream passage up
ahead.

I took a 20-minute run down the passage, beyond the
Elephants Feet and toward the Wildcat Rockpile. When I
returned Marion asked: "What do you think?" I remarked on
what a great cave this was and that I'd like to see more. "No,
no", he said, "What do you think about remapping it?"
Before I had a chance to answer, he added, "I promise to help
if you say yes." Now that was an offer I could not refuse - to
have TAG's premier vertical yo-yo actually volunteer to
resurvey a rather lengthy, horizontal cave. Thus began the
resurvey project in Tumbling Rock Cave.

In preparation for the resurvey, I consulted Bill
Varnedoe's 1961 version of the map and the Alabama Cave
Survey (ACS) information for the cave. There was also a
redrafted version of the original map which Bill Torode had
done. According to ACS data, Tumbling Rock was listed as
having 9120 feet of passage. Torode's version of the map
indicated that there was a bit more passage than the ACS list-
ing which was what I expected. What I didn't anticipate was
how much more.

Marion O. Smith kept his promise about assisting with
the resurvey of Tumbling Rock Cave. During the course of
the next 18 months and with the help of cavers from all over
TAG and points beyond, most of the known extent of
Tumbling Rock Cave - from the entrance to the Tiger's Teeth
was remapped. In addition, the Sewers, the upper level
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above the Elephants Feet, the passage segment which paral-
lels the Wind Tunnel and the multi-level complex between
the Hidden Door and the Suicide Passages were also com-
plete. This amounted to about 26,700 feet of total survey - a
bit more than the original ACS horizontal length of 9120
feet.
An Elusive Extension

I was happy to be finished with the fieldwork phase of
the project and pleased that it took only 18 months to com-
plete. However, during the final stages of cartography, while
checking the new map against Bill Torode's version of
Varnedoe's map, I discovered what I initially thought was an
error in Torode's map. He showed some extra passage in the
vicinity of the Wildcat Rockpile that Varnedoe's maps did
not. I looked through my file of old maps and discovered a
segment that I thought was an early version of the Sewers. It
was labeled "Wildcat Rockpile Extension" and was drafted
by Peter Grant in 1961. There were no reports associated
with the map and no mention of this extension in any of the
articles that I had researched. Finally, I decided to go to the
source and called Bill Varnedoe. "There is a Wi l d c a t
Extension," he chuckled, "but Peter Grant's data and map
were not available to me when I was working up the updat-
ed version of the TR map, so I just didn't include it!"

I thought we had done a pretty thorough job of remap-
ping the cave and could not recall where, off of the Wildcat
Rockpile, there might be more cave. How could we have
overlooked several thousand feet of fairly big passage? I
asked Bill if he had any idea how to find this extension. "No,
not a clue," he said. "Too bad you didn't call last week, you
could have talked to Peter Grant personally. Unfortunately,
he's gone now." Bill said rather solemnly. "You mean he just
died?" I asked in disbelief. Bill laughed again, "No, he just
went home back east.” Thus was the beginning of my 3-1/2
year quest to find the Wildcat Extension.

Bill didn't have Peter Grant's address or phone number
but I wasn't concerned - another trip back to the Rockpile
would certainly turn up the missing passage. But I made a
number of trips back to the area, always ready to survey and
never finding the extension. I got intimately familiar with the
underside of the Rockpile breakdown, discovered some
overlooked alcoves and passage connections, but still no
extension. I started leaving the survey gear at home, hoping
that my luck would change, but to no avail. By 1994, I was
getting desperate to the point of even considering just paste-
ing Grant's existing map to my nearly finished one. I was
starting to rationalize it; I could always make up floor detail,
perhaps even fake vertical control since the gradient
throughout the cave was so nominal.

But then, during the NSS convention in Texas in '94 I
thought my luck had changed. While hanging around after

one of the sessions, an older man approached me to inquire
about getting on a trip to Lechuguilla Cave. I couldn't
believe my luck, the man was Peter Grant. "So," he inquired,
"who can I talk to about getting on a Lech trip?" I answered,
"So, how do I get to the Wildcat Rockpile extension?" He
gave me a blank look. I explained my dilemma, hoping that
he could give me directions. "I don't recall the passage you're
asking about". I was getting frustrated, "Are you the Peter
Grant who caved in Alabama in the early sixties?" He nod-
ded but still couldn't come up with any directions. I pointed
him to a LEARN rep and went off to mope.

Finally, as an absolute last resort, I asked Don Coons to
come help me find the elusive extension. He agreed and in
early 1995 I took him to the Wildcat Rockpile. Within 15
minutes he found a bellycrawl at the bottom of a climbdown;
one that I had looked into but dismissed since it was less that
15 feet from the end of another passage I mapped in the area.
"How did you know where to look?" I asked in astonish-
ment. Don pointed to a very faint but still legible arrow on
the wall, pointing down. But, my humiliation was eventual-
ly erased by over four thousand feet of borehole that the
extension presented. Once I reduced the data and plotted it
on the map (which was in the final inked stage) the extension
did what I expected it to on paper. It went off of the edge of
the mylar.
The Mapping Finale

After the final round of data reduction, the survey total
of Tumbling Rock Cave stood at 5.9 miles of passage.
Because of my affinity for nice, even numbers, I was deter-
mined to squeeze 520 more feet of passage from the great
TR. So, in January of 1996, Don Coons, John Swartz, Scott
Carmine, Marion Ziemons and I planned to nickel and dime
our way to six miles. We had two possibilities, one at the
very end of the cave near the Tiger Teeth and the second, a
climbing lead above the Wildcat Pit in the Little Hall of
Mysteries. In anticipation of the climbing lead (and in keep-
ing with traditional Huntsvillian exploration style) we
brought in a couple of two-by-fours, some wooden slats, a
hammer and some nails which we left near the climb on the
way in.

On my last trip to the Tigers Teeth at the back of the
cave, I noted an unmapped lower level below the passage
leading to the "Teeth"; that would be our first destination.
Footprints, flagging and spray paint signaled that even this
obscure lead got its share of traffic. We carried the survey
line down to a junction at stream level. Downstream, the pas-
sage hit a muddy, breakdown constriction that led to a belly-
crawl in water.

From previous survey info, we speculated that this sec-
tion connected to the low streamway at the Reflection Pool
of Grants Tomb. Upstream, the passage turned to narrow,

Tumbling Rock Cave ● Kambesis
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muddy stream canyon. The ceiling dropped to stoopway
dimensions and the passage got narrower. Air movement was
still good and the passage contained a small stream of water
-- the underground headwaters of Mud Creek which origi-
nated upstream in the canyon. If there is a northern segment
of Tumbling Rock Cave, this would be the place where it
would connect to the main system. We left the area with 341
feet of survey.

Back at the Wildcat Pit, Coons slapped together the two-
by-fours and slats and leaned the makeshift ladder in front of
the 9-foot climbing lead. We scurried up the wooden ladder
and spent the next couple of hours slithering around in the
narrow recesses of sinuous canyon passage. We managed to
wring 221 feet of passage from the upper level and success-
fully pushed the total surveyed footage of Tumbling Rock to
just over 6 miles with a vertical extent of 445 feet.
Future potential in Tumbling Rock

Does a cave that was pushed hard for ten years during
the first thrust of exploration, one that has been inundated
with cavers just about every weekend for the past 45 years,
that's been mapped and then remapped - does a cave like that
have a chance of any additional potential? A look at the geol-
ogy and geography of Crow Mountain and the Round Cove
area and a quick glance at ACS data gives an answer toward
the affirmative.

Mainstream Tumbling Rock is the master drain for
Round Cove. But the boundaries of that drain do not termi-
nate at the northern-most end of Tumbling Rock Cave.
Rather, they begin at an insurgence point at the very head of
the cove. That insurgence is probably Upper TR Cave, a
Pennington cave discovered by Bill Torode, which takes a lot
of water that remains unaccounted for once it enters the cave.

North and South Timber Caves, though filled with rock
and organic debris, have for many years, been considered
potential back entrances to Tumbling Rock Cave. At one
time, before the cove retreated to its current position, these
caves were probably the main insurgence points for the cave.
It is also possible that Kinda Nice Cave, located upcove of
the Tumbling Rock entrance and spring, was at the same
time the main spring resurgence for the system. Kinda Nice
Cave contains a lot of flowstone and is located very close to
passages in the Wildcat Extension.

With the exception of the approximate last 215 feet of
the Topless Domepit, the entirety of Tumbling Rock Cave is
contained within the Monteagle Limestone. There are a num-
ber of small caves, pits and sinks situated in the cove above
the known limits of Tumbling Rock. The geology is favor-
able for the occurrence of multi-drop routes into the system
which could drop into any of the upper level domes located
throughout the system (including Topless Dome!). And,
using the same logic it can be speculated that if access to the

main drain could be accomplished through Upper TR or the
Timber Caves, that such a route would indeed be wet and
multi-drop in nature.

And what of the remaining leads in the cave itself? The
small stream canyon at the very back of the cave underneath,
and just beyond the Tigers Teeth has not been pushed to a
definitive end. Our resurvey turned back in wet, muddy pas-
sage that was still going as crawlway dimensions. The upper
extent of any of the domes in the Vujade Extension (upper
level above the Elephants Feet), have never been pushed.
And there is still an interesting bellycrawl in the Wildcat
Rockpile extension.

Any or all of the possibilities listed above could be real-
ized with a bit of ridgewalking, some dye tracing and a lot of
persistence. And if you find anything, please send me the
survey notes so I can update the map.

The following cavers participated in the resurvey of
Tumbling Rock Cave:  Joe Abbott, Carl Anderson, Harald
Anderson, Pat Anthony, Scott Carmine, Bob Coney, Don
Coons, Mike Drake, Pam Duncan, Greg Eck, Kris Green,
Lin Guy, Chris Hudson, Julie Hudson, Pat Kambesis,
Jonathan Musser, Rob Paggel, Mike Rogers, James Harry
Smith, Laura Smith, Marion O. Smith, Shirley Sotona, Peter
Sprouse, John Stembel, John Swartz and Marion Ziemons
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Some cavers believe that the “golden age” of North
American caving is coming to a close.  “Caves,” they
say, “are after all in finite supply, and with the knowl-
edge and resources available to cavers over the last thir-
ty years, it can only be the case that any large cave that
could be found, has been found.”

Tennessee cavers are having none of this nonsense.
The state has been described as the most “cavernifer-
ous” in the Union, and along with this abundance of
caves comes an abundance of hard-core cavers. Though
much of the state has been combed and the obvious
scoops made, those who ridgewalk the limestone hills
of the Volunteer State do so with a urgent fervor, know-
ing that greater mysteries await. Every so often, one of
these sleeping karst giants is found – witness the dis-
covery of the state’s largest cave only a few years ago.
In Tennessee, it is still possible to scoop and scoop big. Big Scoops under Black House Mountain

October 1996. The Fall weather remained warm, and
bright sunlight angled against the sharp sandstone cliffs of
Black House Mountain. This pleasant and unexpected con-
tinuation of summer provided the backdrop for the week-
end’s activities. A group of cavers from Ohio, Virginia,
Kentucky, and Tennessee had gathered here in Fentress
County, near the Kentucky line, to continue their investiga-
tions within the limestone foundation of the massif. The pre-
vious July, two of them, Vic Ayres and Stephen Clark, had
followed a cold and wet tunnel upstream from a karst win-
dow hidden in the head of a remote valley. After 1600 feet of
low crawl through the chattering stream, they emerged into
a cavern of high domes and suspended breakdown floors,
full of waterfalls and stream passages. Grateful to reap the
reward of many hours spent ridgewalking, the pair dubbed
their find Temple Falls Cave. The cave had quickly become
the focal point of the group’s exploration, and two days had
been spent this October weekend mapping and exploring in
its beautiful but challenging passages.

Two full days in Temple Falls had tired most of the
cavers, and four of them decided to check out some entrance
leads found earlier. Lou Simpson of Ohio, who had been
instrumental in negotiating caver access to the area, had
spent hours walking the valleys of Redman Mountain, a
minor ridge of Black House, and had located several pits
along its flanks. The group of four, composed of Phil Davis,

Scoop!
A brief history of the Black House Mountain Cave System

by Todd Bryan NSS 40467

Entrance to Cornstarch Cave, Fentress County, TN (Photo by Steve Capps)

Keith Unke and Carl Matthew in the entrance area of Cornstarch Cave,
Fentress County, Tennessee (Photo by Steve Capps)
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Steve Lugannani, Geary Schindel and Todd Bryan, set off to
investigate these leads. After a couple of duds, the group
began to grow tired, thinking that no discoveries would be
made this day. Not even after reaching the bottom of the
third pit, a 60 footer, did any of the four think that they had
found anything special. This one just looked like any other
short cave, a tight canyon which got low fast. In the interest
of thoroughness, the team pushed it, expecting to find the
end within minutes.

It still hasn’t been found.
That warm evening in October saw a scoop in what

became AlastorCave. About 5000’feet of walking borehole
were investigated on that first day. Having no survey gear,
the initial explorers scooped with some guilt, but the raw
excitement of such a major find shattered moral compulsions
and they ran over the cobble floors in awe. Ascending out of
the cave on Geary’s stretchy Sterling rope, the group was
mostly silent – unable to believe that what they had done was
possible. They had seen giant, virgin passages right here in
the midst of the United States, in an area settled for 250
years.
The short history of Black House Mountain caving

Black House Mountain, in Fentress County Tennessee,
is located near many popular caves and caving areas. Well-
known JaguarCave, first mapped by Lou Simpson, is locat-
ed just across the valley.A short journey down the watershed
brings one to the Obey Gorge, home to such monsters as
Xanadu, Mountain Eye, and Zarathustra’s. The stream
valleys of Black House, though, were off-limits to cavers
until a few years ago. While continuing work in Jaguar
Cave, Lou Simpson negotiated limited access to the BHM
area and began ridgewalking in September 1995.

Black House Mountain and its valleys are near the
Tennessee-Kentucky border in Fentress County. The caves
themselves are mostly formed in the Mississippian age
Monteagle limestone, of which 250 horizontal feet are
exposed. Some Black House Mountain caves continue
through the overlying Hartselle Formation and into the
Bangor Limestone. There is some development within the
Bangor formation near the head of the Kerrs Creek valley.

The one area cave listed in the TCS records, Little Jack
Cave, was quickly found and reexplored by Simpson and a
gang of Ohians and Tennesseans. Soon the group of cavers
had found a new cave overlooking Whistle Creek. Mapping
began in Redbud Cave in November of 1995 when Scott
Sweet, Bruce Warthman and Lou Simpson mapped the 1000’
of entrance area they had discovered. Redbud was thought to
be worthy of a continued mapping effort and explorations
continued with the warmer weather in the Spring of 1996. In

June 1996, Jeff Sells and Keith Unke made a critical discov-
ery, linking the main section of Redbud with Baptismal
Font, a resurgence cave which fed into Whistle Creek. With
this discovery came renewed interest in the potential of the
area, and soon more intensive ridgewalking began.
Temple Falls - The First Big Breakthrough

All during the Summer of 1996, the core group of Ohio
and Tennessee cavers began checking out some of the 100 or
more cave entrances they had located within the Whistle
Creek Valley and the two tributary valleys of Kerr and
Buffalo Creeks. In early July 1996 came the aforementioned
breakthrough in Temple Falls Cave. Finding a larg e
entrance hidden in the folds of the upper Buffalo Creek val-
ley, the group made several attempts to traverse the long and
challenging water crawl within. Finally in early July 1996
Stephen Clark and Vic Ayres succeeded in pushing the entire
“Wet Wang” and broke out into large cave. Mapping began
in October 1996 but was hampered by the grueling nature of
the entrance passage. About 1600 feet long, the Wet Wang
carries the entire drainage of the Buffalo Creek valley.
Cavers must battle upstream while the flowing water, low
ceilings, and gritty floors conspire against them. Once past
this obstacle, however, the cave opens up into grand galleries
connected by jagged canyons, forming a complicated maze
sure to baffle cavers for years to come.

After two mapping trips in October 1996, Temple
Falls Cave and its entrance series lay untouched until April
1997, when Phil Davis and Greg Cotterman discovered a
new entrance high in the valley wall. Dry and easily accessi-
ble, the April Fool’s Entrance was connected into Temple
Falls proper by May. After a tight spot, the Butt Crack, was
enlarged by chemical means, easy access to the cave was
gained. Quickly the mapped length of the cave grew from
2100’ to over 4000’. The vast majority of passages within
Temple Falls are still unexplored, however, for the group of
Black House Mountain cavers were drawn elsewhere.
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Todd Bryan checking an unnamed lead near Cornstarch Cave, Fentress
County, Tennessee (photo by Steve Capps)
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Kerrs Creek Giants
With the discovery of Alastor Cave in October 1996 the

Black House Mountain Gang began to realize that they had
stumbled upon a prime caving area that had somehow total-
ly escaped notice. The landmark weekend in October marked
the beginnings of a legitimate cave system. In mid-
November 1996 came the first surveys in Alastor Cave,
which yielded up 4000’ of formerly virgin passage on the
first day of surveying. The Gang capped off their accom-
plishment when Bruce Warthman and Phil Davis exited the
cave through a horizontal entrance they found while pushing
a lead. This, the Kentucky entrance of the cave (named after
a distinctive rock just inside), provided easy horizontal
access to Alastor, but also served as a flood insurgence for
Kerr’s Creek. The tree trunks wedged inside the entrance
served as a notice of the flooding that this cave could expe-
rience.

Returning for a second day of surveying in Alastor, a
group of four cavers - Vic Ayres, Steven Clark, Earl Bailey
and Lou Simpson- were distracted by an entrance they found
near the creekbed. While standing near the hole, they felt a
cool breeze issuing forth, and the burbling sound of a stream
within. Abandoning plans to survey in Alastor, the four
instead entered their lead and discovered the most significant
cave, by size, in the Whistle Creek valley. Known as
Cornstarch, after its dry, sandy floors, the cave proved huge,
full of walking passages and active streamways. Tantalizing
airflow seemed to be everywhere as the group scooped the
tunnels now known as New York Strip and Whole Wheat
Way/God’s Holy Hall on a wing’d Avatar on Whole Wheat

Toast. Returning from the trip, Lou Simpson remarked, sim-
ply: “We scooped hugely.” The Gang seemed to grasp the
significance of the find quickly, and the thought formed in
several minds that perhaps there was a huge, integrated cave
system under Black House Mountain. By the end of 1996
over a mile had been mapped in Cornstarch and .8 miles in
Alastor.
Birth of a Project

The Black House Mountain Gang approached 1997 with
survey tape firmly in hand. By the first anniversary of the
discovery of Cornstarch Cave (November 1997), it had been
mapped to 3.84 miles. Alastor stood at 1.64 miles, Temple
Falls at .85 miles, and Redbud Cave at .93 miles. So far none
of the Big Four have been connected to each other but the
continuing survey coupled with a series of dye traces is help-
ing to pinpoint areas of potential. With nearly eight miles of
cave passage surveyed so far, the mapping continues, with
full exploration of the system as its primary goal and identi-
fication of connection passages as a secondary target. As
long as virgin passage awaits in the dark tunnels and warrens
under Black House Mountain, as long as the cold waters and
barren walls hide new secrets, exploration will continue.

Scoop! Black House Mountain Cave ● Bryan
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Seven years ago when a group of cavers got together in
my living room to discuss starting a cave conservancy, I
knew we had a great idea. I just didn’t know whether anyone
else would agree. The idea that cavers could come together
to buy and manage large numbers of caves seemed reason-
able, but we all knew that it would take huge sums of money
and a vast amount of volunteer labor.Would the caving com-
munity really support the idea, or would skepticism and
doubt prevail?

The SCCI was the brain-child of Jeff and Alexis Harris.
Long-time activists in the Georgia caving community, Jeff
and Alexis called together a group of cavers in 1990 to dis-
cuss forming a cave conservancy. I volunteered my house as
a centrally located site for the first meeting. About twenty
people showed up, and a lively discussion ensued. A series
of planning meetings followed, culminating in the incorpo-
ration of the non-profit Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc.
in May of 1991. We received the coveted IRS 501(c)(3) des-
ignation (which makes contributions tax-deductible for the
donors) in November of that year, and we were in business. 

At the time, we all thought that we would be relying
mainly on donations of caves, and perhaps leases or conser-
vation easements, for most acquisitions. We figured we
could raise the money to actually buy a cave once in a while
as long as it wasn’t too expensive. I doubt that any one
thought that in six years the SCCI would raise more than
$100,000, and own and manage more than 20 caves and 650
acres in four states. I am sure that none of us dreamed that
our little conservancy would be able to take on a $200,000
debt load and expect to pay it all off just to buy some caves.

But that’s where we are today. And it’s all because of the
support we have received from the
caving community. You and your
fellow cavers, by donating your
time, energ y, and money to the
SCCI, have made it possible for
cavers to actually own and manage
a large number of southeastern
caves, to re-open closed caves, and
to forever protect endangered
species and fragile cave environ-
ments. 

The SCCI was lucky in many
ways during its development. We
had good advice and guidance from
many people and org a n i z a t i o n s ,
which allowed us to sail smoothly
through incorporation and to obtain
the critical tax-exempt charitable
o rganization status. We modeled
ourselves on The Nature
C o n s e r v a n c y, and sought their
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Avis Van Swearingen poses next to a formation in South Pittsburg Pit, Marion County, Tennessee. The SCCI
leased this cave, which was previously closed to cavers. (Photo by John “JV” Van Swearingen IV)



advice in developing our bylaws and our acquisition guide-
lines. We received logistical as well as financial support
from Pigeon Mountain Industries, our loyal corporate spon-
sor. Ask anyone who has been involved in the incorporation
of a non-profit organization about the difficulties of getting
started , and especially of becoming a 501(c)(3) - you’ll hear
horror after horror. We managed to get through it all in just a
few months at a cost of only a couple of hundred dollars. I
remember folks passing the hat at a planning meeting to get
the filing fees. We owe a great debt to the folks who made
that happen.

We also got a very lucky break right off the mark when
Dogwood City Grotto member Chuck Henson offered to
donate Howards Waterfall Cave to the brand new, barely
organized SCCI. Chuck had to have a lot of confidence in us
to do that, and I know it gave us a big boost. Other cave con-
servancies have taken years to acquire their first cave, and
Chuck handed us our first one on a silver platter. I believe it
set the stage for the good things that followed. Howards is a
wonderful cave, one of Georgia’s longest and most popular,

and it would be hard to overstate the value and importance
of Chuck’s donation to the Conservancy.

We had a lot of discussions about what to tackle for our
first big acquisition project. Many in the group had a great
love for and attachment to Fox Mountain in Rising Fawn,
Georgia. More than ten caves, including Cemetery Pit,
Rustys Cave, and Hurricane Cave are located there on 332
acres owned by the heirs of Dr. D. S. Middleton. Several of
the caves are among the longest and deepest in the state. Jeff
and Alexis Harris and Steve and Kaycee Logan had tried to
buy part of the property several years earlier, only to be
stymied by a problem with the title. No bank would make a
loan against the property without a clear title. The owners
had the property listed for sale, and we all worried that a
change of ownership would close the caves.

As we were considering whether our new conservancy
could raise the money to buy more than 300 acres, we
received word that Neversink, the crown jewel of TAG pits,
was up for sale. After much discussion and soul searching,
we concluded that we would have a much better chance of
raising money to buy the well known and much loved
Neversink. The fact that it was only 86 acres instead of 332
was also a deciding factor! I know it was hard for some, par-
ticularly Jeff and Alexis, to see Fox Mountain go to the back
burner, but we all knew that Neversink would draw more
attention and support and would be a great catalyst for the
growth of the Conservancy.

Of course, we never anticipated that it would take
almost three years before Neversink became ours. We
plunged into negotiations, with no money in the bank and no
experience in buying land other than those of us who had
bought homes. I won’t go into all the details, trials, and tribu-
lations, but I doubt that we will ever have a harder time get-
ting a cave than we had with Neversink. It was sold right out
from under us twice - the second time we had even shaken
hands and exchanged money. Some folks chided us, wanting
to know why we couldn’t close the deal. The bottom line is
that you can’t force someone to sell you something if they
don’t want or need to (unless you’re the government). Many
people began to question whether the SCCI was really
viable.

We had a nice boost in the middle of the Neversink dol-
drums, when Cavers Inc. decided to give Glove Pit to the
SCCI. Cavers Inc. was formed by a group of Huntsville
cavers well before the SCCI, and had acquired the cave from
a developer concerned with liability. It was a pioneering
effort in the Southeast, and that made it very significant to us
that the founders of Cavers Inc. felt the SCCI was working
well enough and was worthy enough of their trust for them
to donate their cave. We owe Bill Varnedoe, Carl Craig, and
the other founders of Cavers Inc. our thanks.
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The Surprise Pit Entrance to Fern Cave, Jackson County, Alabama. This
entrance is a private inholding within the Wheeler Wildlife Management
Area and is leased and managed by the SCCI. (Photo by Dave Bunnell)



Soon after the donation of Glove Pit, everything finally
came together for us at Neversink. Capitalizing on the
groundwork laid by Steve Davis, Kris Green, and Linda
Tucker; the SCCI’s master deal maker, Mark Wolinsky, was
able to work out a deal with the cave’s owner which satisfied
concerns about water rights, boundary locations, and access.
It was a good thing that he did, because Kris had been vig-
orously collecting donations and pledges to pay for the cave
for some time. He had quite a large chunk of the money lined
up, and we’d have looked pretty bad if we’d failed. Kris
never doubted, though. He used to get so mad at me for ask-
ing: “How we gonna pay for this sucker?” “I don’t want to
hear it!”, he’d say. Well, ol’Kris was right, as usual, and we
didn’t have to give the money back, thank goodness. 

I would have to say that it was Neversink that finally put
the SCCI on the map. That pit is visited and admired by
cavers from all over the country. When folks realized that the
SCCI was really committed enough to take on a $50,000
purchase, they took a new look. Many of you liked what you
saw, and pitched in to help pay for the purchase. More than
400 cavers bought a Piece of the Pit to help pay for the acqui-
sition. Many grottos around the country sent donations, in

some cases emptying their treasury to help. Over $30,000
was raised before the closing, and the remaining $20,000
(financed by a loan from a true hero among cavers) was
raised and repaid in just six months after the purchase. Faith
was restored, and enthusiasm (and membership) reached a
new high.

But like the car-chasing dog that finally caught one, we
were left with the question: what do we do now? Well, the
obvious thing was to bring out the Fox Mountain project and
have a go at that. If we can buy 40 acres, why not go for 300?
But it was not to be - at least, not yet. Before we could real-
ly get started we received word that Kennamer Cave might
be available. When we checked into it, we found that not
only was it available, the owner was ready to sell immedi-
ately. After the long struggle to get Neversink, the Kennamer
purchase seemed like a runaway train - it was fast and furi-
ous, and was concluded in just three months. For $36,500,
the SCCI acquired 100 acres containing the entrances to
Kennamer and Little Kennamer caves in January of 1997.
Maybe they won’t all be as hard as Neversink after all, we
thought.

Suddenly we were in debt again. Well, it worked once,
so we figured it was good for another try. Let’s divide the
cave up and sell it off (in honorary ownership, or course)
piece by piece. You have to sell the cave in order to buy it!
It has a sort of twisted logic to it, don’t you think? The “Buy
a Piece of Kennamer” program, a shameless copy of the ear-
lier and wildly successful “Buy a Piece of The Pit” program
which financed Neversink, was launched and was soon well
on its way to paying for the Kennamer purchase. We were
able to raise more than half the money in advance, and only
had to borrow $16,000 this time, with the generous backing
of the Richmond Area Speleological Society. By January of
1998, we had raised enough capital to repay the loan in full.

Meanwhile, back at the ranch, another back burner pro-
ject caught fire. We’d been talking with the owners of
Surprise Pit and the Fern Sink entrance to Fern cave for
almost a year. The cave had been temporarily closed after a
couple of back-to-back rescues, and we were trying to get
them to lease it to the SCCI. The owners would get the ben-
efits of our liability insurance, and the cavers would regain
access to Alabama’s deepest pit. After almost a year of
friendly discussion, we arrived at an acceptable 99 year lease
agreement and the deal was done. In March of 1997 the
SCCI entered into the first of many cave leases. The SCCI’s
Fern Cave preserve is managed jointly with the surrounding
Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge, which contains the rest
of the entrances to the Fern Cave System, Alabama’s longest.

Soon after, we were able to adapt the Fern Cave lease
for use in two other acquisitions in Tennessee. Gourdneck
Cave is an active stream cave which serves as the only reli-
able water supply for its owner. As part of the lease, the
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Martha Hendrix in Howards Waterfall Cave, Dade County, Georgia.
Howards Waterfall was the SCCI first cave and was given to the SCCI by a
caver. (Photo by John “JV” Van Swearingen IV)



SCCI agreed to maintain the water lines in the cave, which
is also home to a wide variety of aquatic cave life, including
the blind Tennessee Cave Salamander. South Pittsburg Pit is
a 160-foot open air shaft with more than 2,500 feet of pas-
sage at the bottom. The pit was closed several years ago fol-
lowing the rescue of some inexperienced cavers. In April of
1997 the SCCI signed long-term leases on both caves.

We have since used the lease again as the basis for an
agreement with the Nashville Grotto, leasing the grotto’s Dr.
William R. Halliday Cave and Karst Preserve in Kentucky,
which contains Logsdon Cave. Logsdon is a difficult multi-
drop cave which may one day connect to the Fisher Ridge
cave system. It is the SCCI’s first project outside the TAG
states. The lease allows the grotto to participate in the
SCCI’s insurance policy, while the SCCI provides support
and delegates management authority back to the Nashville
Grotto. I expect that the SCCI will be doing many more leas-
es in the future as cave owners recognize the benefits of this
arrangement.

Early in 1997, we received yet another unexpected
opportunity. The owners of Fricks Cave in Walker County,
Georgia, were planning to sell their farm and retire. Fricks is
home to an estimated 10,000 federally listed endangered
Gray Bats. It houses the largest known concentration of the
bats in Georgia, as well as Georgia’s only confirmed popula-
tion of Tennessee Cave Salamanders. Naturally, we were
quick to look into the details. It turned out that the Georgia
Department of Natural Resources and The Nature
Conservancy were also very interested in seeing the cave
protected, but were unable to make arrangements to pur-
chase the cave in time for the rapidly approaching auction.
With the blessings and assistance of both, the SCCI went to
the auction and was able to buy 34 acres including all three
entrances to the cave. The $105,000 price tag sent some con-
servancy members into shock, but we received generous
loan financing through The Nature Conservancy of Georgia.
Once again, many cavers, grottos, and sponsors are stepping
up to help pay for the acquisition.

And then, finally, after simmering on the back burner for
six years, the Fox Mountain property was ready for the main
course. In a surprising turn of events, Mark Wolinsky
emerged from the first face-to-face meeting with the owners
with an agreement to purchase the entire 332 acre property
at an affordable price of $89,640 complete with owner
financing and generous terms. Once again, fortune smiled on
the cavers, and the purchase was completed in September of
1997. While Cemetery Pit, Hurricane Cave, Rusty’s Cave,
and the other smaller caves on the property have always been
open to cavers, isn’t it wonderful to know that they are ours
to love, enjoy, and protect now and forever? 

Just when I thought the SCCI’s plate was completely
full, another great property came to our attention. The own-

ers of Horse Skull Cave and Jacks Hole, near Bridgeport,
Alabama were reportedly interested in leasing or selling the
caves to the SCCI. We met with one of the owners, Bill
Kampmeier, and found him to be very enthusiastic about the
idea of a cave preserve. After discussing the options, we set-
tled on a purchase of 40 acres surrounding the two caves.
Horse Skull Cave is an interesting horizontal cave with more
than 2,500 feet of passage. Jacks Hole is a 90-foot pit with
about 200 feet of passage at the bottom. The $16,500 pur-
chase was completed in January of 1998, with a five-year
owner-financed mortgage.

As for future plans, we have many other acquisition pro-
jects underway. We are negotiating for Tennessee’s Tiftonia
Pit and Airplane Cave, and have submitted a proposal to
acquire Alabama’s Anderson Cave and a 50 acre tract which
includes several smaller caves. Anderson is another Gray Bat
cave and access will have to be limited to protect the bats.
We are also working with the State of Tennessee and the
owner of the Woodard Sink entrance to Dunbar Cave to
arrange the cleanup and acquisition of the sink entrance. We
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Pam Wright ascending Neversink, Jackson County, Alabama. Neversink
was purchased through the SCCI’s first major fund-raising drive.

(Photo by John “JV” Van Swearingen IV)



are also pursuing several other possible acquisitions, includ-
ing Anvil Cave, Walnut Cave, and Coon Creek Cave in
Alabama, Junkyard Cave in Tennessee, and several other
caves in Tennessee, Georgia, and Florida.

Along the way we have made valuable contacts with a
number of organizations interested in caves and the endan-
gered species which sometimes use them. The Nature
Conservancy of Georgia has been a strong ally, providing
financial and logistical support for the Fricks Cave purchase
as well as valuable advice and contacts. The Nature
Conservancy of Alabama and the Alabama Natural Heritage
Program have also been helpful, and we appreciate the assis-
tance of Jim Godwin, one of their zoologists, in surveying a
number of our preserves. As I write this, we are exploring a
partnership with the Nature Conservancy of Te n n e s s e e
which has some wonderful possibilities. We have worked
with the Georgia Department of Natural Resources in sup-
porting the study of the Gray Bats in Fricks Cave, and (as
you read this) are supporting the second season of research

at that site. We also appreciate the support we have received
from Bat Conservation International and the US Fish and
Wildlife Service.

In 1997, I was pleased to see the SCCI become an insti-
tutional member of the NSS. We have always valued our
relationship with the NSS and its southeastern grottos. All of
our directors and most of our 400 members are NSS mem-
bers. Several of the directors are NSS Fellows and some are
Life Members. Much of our early support came from the
Dogwood City, Huntsville, Birmingham and Chattanooga
Grottos. We have always felt that the SCCI and the NSS
serve complimentary roles and share the same goals when it
comes to cave conservation. I am sure that the two organiza-
tions will develop even closer ties in the future. All of our
property management and access plans encourage member-
ship in the NSS, as well as in the SCCI. We deeply appreci-
ate the support we have received from the Society and its
members and grottos, as well as the generous access to con-
ventions, meetings, information, and publications that the
Society has provided.

So there you have it - the SCCI in a nutshell. In one year
the Conservancy’s holdings have grown from 37 acres to
over 650, and the number of caves under SCCI ownership or
management has gone from four to over twenty. This phe-
nomenal progress has been possible only because of the
tremendous support of cavers throughout the Southeast and
across the country. Your contributions and efforts are the life
blood of the Southeastern Cave Conservancy. I truly believe
that we are receiving this support because of our aggressive
acquisitions and our demonstrated commitment to cave own-
ership by cavers.

I was going over the membership list with our Treasurer,
Buddy Lane, a while back and we noticed that over 30% of
the current SCCI members live outside the TAG states. We
have members in California, New York, and even Canada. I
think this shows the broad appeal of the SCCI to cavers, and
that’s important. The SCCI cannot continue to grow and
prosper without the strong support of the caving community.
It needs you and every other caver. The same is true for the
other cave conservancies in Indiana, Missouri, Texas, and
the Northeast. 

We frequently receive cards, letters and e-mail from
donors and new members expressing their amazement and
excitement at our success and the pace of our acquisitions. I,
too, am amazed at the way the SCCI is racking up the acqui-
sitions. Sometimes, though, I wonder if we’re really going to
be able to keep this up - especially the fund-raising part.
After all, we’re already committed to paying off $210,000 in
acquisitions over the next five years. To borrow a phrase
from the movie “Field of Dreams”, our philosophy seems to
be “Buy it, and they will give.” Mark Wolinsky puts it anoth-
er way, saying “We have sailed to the New World and burned
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Edie Cowan climbing out of Glove Pit, Madison County, Alabama. Glove
was donated to the SCCI by a group of Huntsville, Alabama cavers.

(Photo by John “JV” Van Swearingen IV)
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our boats.” As the person who signs on the dotted line for
these massive loans and purchases, I can tell you that it takes
a lot of faith in your fellow cavers.

Most cave conservancies depend on donations of land or
conservation easements for their acquisitions. Some hold
only leases or conservation easements and own no actual
property. They get their caves cheap, but they don’t get many
caves and their protection may not be very secure. The SCCI
is unique among cave conservancies in that we aggressively
try to buy property at fair market value. What we can’t buy,
we try to lease. 

This approach is obviously working for us, but it is
extremely capital-intensive compared to the methods tradi-
tionally used to acquire caves or other conservation proper-
ty. Leases are good, but it’s not hard to terminate a lease, so
the protection isn’t very secure. Conservation easements
have a lot of promise, but they are complicated and time-
consuming to implement. There are also significant risks
related to costs of enforcement when ownership of ease-
ment-protected property changes hands. In the end, it comes
down to private ownership of land - one of the fundamental
principles of our society. The best way to protect something
is to own it, don’t you think? And sure, we’ll take a donated
cave any time we can get one, but that’s just it - you can’t get
them very often. If you are serious about owning caves, and
I mean LOTS of caves, there is no alternative to going out
there and buying them. It’s the American Way!

Many of the people who write want to know what else
they can do to help besides donating money. There are count-
less things that we need help with on a regular basis, such as
organizing work days and cave cleanups on our properties,
designing brochures and artwork, building signs and infor-
mation kiosks, and working the SCCI booth at caving events.
But the bottom line is that it takes cold, hard, cash to buy
land and caves. Some folks don’t like that part. “Money,
money, money,” they say. “That’s all you care about.” But
like it or not, you can’t become the owner of very many
caves without it. Give money, help raise money, or do both -
that’s what it takes.

Our targeted fund raising programs are very popular and
have been crucial to our Neversink and Kennamer purchas-
es. But they take a lot of work to administer, cost a signifi-
cant amount for shirts, certificates, stickers, etc., and bring in
money only at irregular intervals (mainly at conventions like
SERA and TAG). We can’t plan in advance when we don’t
know how much we will raise, and it’s difficult to prioritize
acquisitions without that kind of long range planning and
budgeting. We started our credit-card-based Sustaining
Contribution program to address that problem, and to ensure
a steady cash flow to cover monthly and quarterly mortgage
payments. That program is now generating over $2,500 per
month and covering about 2/3 of our regular loan payments.

Hopefully, the donors will keep their support coming as the
current loans are retired and new purchases are made.

It takes a combination of regular sustained giving and
targeted fund-raising to make a continuing acquisition pro-
gram work. Naturally, we are busting our butts to get all the
outside grants that we can from conservation and wildlife
organizations, philanthropic foundations, corporate spon-
sors, and so forth. But they don’t make up the bulk of the
money - cavers do.

I don’t want to seem chauvinistic here. T h e
Southeastern Cave Conservancy is certainly not the only
successful cave conservancy around. But I have spent some
time looking into the activities and operation of most of the
other cave conservancies in America, and it is obvious that
many have potential beyond their current circumstances.
What does it take to make the quantum leap forward? Vision.
Confidence. Maybe a dash of bravado. Be bold and take
risks! When we see someone step up and make a commit-
ment, we are drawn to follow. Join your local cave conser-
vancy. Pick a special cave in your area and come up with a
proposal to buy it. Believe in your heart that your fellow
cavers will back you up - they will! It’s working for the
SCCI and it can work for you. We’ll be glad to help anyone
who asks. There is nothing preventing cavers from owning,
managing, and protecting caves all across America. 

Consider for a moment the amount of money required to
pay for the SCCI acquisitions described above. The total cost
of these properties is well over $200,000. We can not raise
that much money in a single year, no matter how many
“Piece of the Cave” packages we try to sell. We have to
finance these acquisitions with loans or owner financing,
which means making monthly payments. Can’t we all spare
a few dollars a month to buy and preserve caves? Just 200
people giving $5 per month on a credit card can generate
enough cash to cover the payments on $200,000 in mortgage
loans. For only $5 per month you can finance the acquisition
of hundreds of acres of cave lands. That’s what I call lever-
age! It’s working for the SCCI, and it can work for you. 

And that’s what it’s all about: Buying Caves for Cavers.

Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc.
40 Hidden Brook Lane
Signal Mountain, TN 37377

Contact us on the Internet at
info@scci.org or http://www.scci.org

Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. ● Putnam
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Eric Anderson crawling through Grassy Cove Saltpeter Cave, Cumberland County, Te n n e s s e e . (Photo by John Hickman)
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We want your visit to TAG country to be both fun and safe.
There are a handful of things that we believe that you should
know about this part of the South, and that we hope you will
keep in mind while visiting with us.
R e m e m b e r, you are not at home!

While it is true that many caving skills are transferable
from one region of the country to another, it is also true that
each region of the country has its own set of hazards. In the
South these include deep pits, heat, water and dust in caves,
poison ivy, and of course, histoplasmosis.

Although much of the Southeast is still very rural, much of
its land–even that currently in forest–has been lived on and
farmed for many years. Chickens, whose manure harbors histo-
plasmosis, have been in the past, and still are, a major feature
of Southern agricultural life. Here in the South you do not have
to enter a cave to become infected with histoplasmosis. T h e
simple act of walking to the cave provides an opportunity for
exposure. 

Cattle are also commonly found on Southeastern hillsides
and pastures. As a result, all water sources, even those in what
appear to be pristine areas, should be assumed to be contami-
n a t e d .

Although it sounds funny, here in the Southeast poison ivy
(and its cousin poison oak), can present a real danger to the
u n w a r y. It grows here with a lushness and profusion seldom
seen in other parts of the country. The approach to many caves
may require wading through beautiful, green, knee-deep stands.
The rigging points at many pits are frequently well decorated
with the plant. Those allergic to it will find that, although they
have carefully avoided touching the plant, they may still come
down with poison ivy through the simple act of untying their
boots, or coiling a friend’s rope. The simple act of relieving
yourself can become fraught with danger. Learn to recognize
this plant and its relatives. 
Begin with the basics

Tell someone (who is not on your trip) which cave you are
going to and when you expect to be back. You would be
amazed at the number of calls local cave rescue teams receive
where the person calling to report a friend overdue not only
does not know the name of the cave their friend visited, but
does not know the state it is in either. This is embarrassing for
the caller, but it also means that if you really are in trouble,
much time will be lost in trying to figure out where you are.

It may seem obvious, but when estimating your time of
return be sure to build in enough time to travel to and from the
cave (including the three-mile walk, uphill, both ways, in 100
degree weather), with a cushion built in for food and bathroom
stops. Also, be sure to build in time for unexpected events both
above and below ground.

If you have a friend who is overdue, notify convention
headquarters. The Convention staff will then contact the appro-
priate authorities in the county where the cave is located.

If you run late, call the convention headquarters and let
them know you are OK so they can call those same authorities
back to tell them you are safe.

C a rry the appropriate equipment. Some TAG caves are
quite long. Even a trip to an easy cave may mean a minimum
of five to seven hours underground. Carry at least three sources
of light as a minimum. T h a t ’s three for you — not your light
and two friends with lights.

Carry enough water to stay hydrated, both in-cave and out
of cave. Many TAG caves are not located a convenient distance
from a road–even from a four-wheel drive road. Dehydration is
a real risk in the heat of August here in the South. When in cave
remember that dehydration also plays a role in hypothermia.

It may be warmer underground here in TAG but not that
warm! Dress for the environment of the particular cave you
plan to visit. We have everything from extremely wet to bone
d r y. Some TAG caves require wetsuits, some are so dry you will
want a dust mask.

Find out what you need for the specific cave you are head-
ing to and go prepared. It will be more fun.
Don’t pit or cave over y o u r h e a d

TAG caves have just about every caving experience you
can imagine: there are many wet (even in August) multi-drop
caves; there are long caves; there are tight, really tight, long
crawls that lead to big rooms followed by more crawls; there
are caves known for their beautiful formations and caves that
are famous mainly because of the physical challenges that they
present. Some caves are of interest for the artifacts they contain.
Many Southern caves are well known for their Civil-War era
saltpeter mining operations. 

Match the cave to your personal experience and to your
physical conditioning.  If you are new to long drops, start off
with some less challenging pits. If you are unfamiliar with rebe-
lay techniques, a long, wet, multi-drop cave may not be the
place to begin. If you do not have a rack and have never done a
drop longer than 100 feet, then a trip to Fern or Fantastic (pits
over 400 and 500 feet respectively) may not be a good choice.
Abig, dusty, saltpeter cave, where face masks are nearly a must,
is probably not a good choice for those with asthma, or recov-
ering from bronchial infections.

And speaking of physical conditioning. Here in the South
when your are told “ it is just off the road” that means that it is
probably only a two hour walk, through briars tough enough to
shred your clothing, with the last 100 feet straight up a cliff
face. When you match the cave to your experience be sure to
include the walk as well.

Caving Safely in T AG
by Diane Cousineau NSS 9284 and Steve Hudson NSS 11444
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Some hints about long dro p s
TAG has many wonderful pit caves. The deepest systems

and longest drops are not necessarily the most interesting to
visit. Especially if you have to wait 6 hours on a cold rock for
your turn to climb out. But if you must visit some of the really
big ones, keep a few things in mind.

More skill is required to rappel safely into a deep pit than
to climb out. None of the rescues involving Fantastic Pit, in
E l l i s o n ’s Cave, for example, involved out-of-control climbs.
They involved out-of-control rappels.

Granted, it takes a properly adjusted climbing system and
is much more physical work to climb out, but it takes more s k i l l
to rappel in safely. Rappelling a long drop is very different from
a short drop. Rope weight becomes a significant factor as pits
exceed 200 feet in depth. Starting out on deep drops, the rope
acts as a light bottom belay by adding additional force on the
rope in your brake hand. As you near the bottom of the drop,
this weight lessens and this requires the rappeller to either add
more friction via the rappel device or squeeze tighter on the
brake hand. Often, by the time one realizes that they are on the
edge of control, it is too late to easily add that extra bar to the
rack. The presence of water in the pit, even in the form of spray,
will also complicate the matter. Water adds weight to the rope;
true, but it is also a lubricating agent and will create a faster rap-
pel. And there is no guarantee that the rope will be uniformly
wet. There may be patches of water–just like patches of ice on
the highway.

Experienced deep pit cavers tend to use longer racks with
plenty of bars engaged from the start. By spreading those bars
along the longer rack, it is easy to add extra friction just by
pushing the bars together as you near the bottom, thus adjusting
for the lessening rope weight.  

Skill is also required in administering a bottom belay in
deep pits. The belayer must remember that when trying to apply
tension to a very long rope, the “stretch” must be taken out of
the rope before the belaying action will have its effect on the
out-of-control rappeller. The belay will be ineffective, or less
e ffective, if the belayer is standing many feet away, holding the
end of the rope as it loops its way across the floor of the pit. If
the rappeller should lose control there is simply not enough
time to run across the bottom of the pit, get in position directly
under the rappeller, remove the stretch, and create effective ten-
sion on the rope.

Just as in a short drop, for the belay to be effective, the
belayer must be below the rappeller and in a position to imme-
diately remove the stretch in the rope and apply tension to the
l i n e .
If you are in serious enough trouble that you need assis-
t a n c e

L e t ’s say, that in spite of all this sage advice, you have a
problem. If you cannot solve your dilemma–the injuries
involved are life threatening, or are too serious to allow the
patient to walk out even with the assistance of your caving
party; the distance from the accident site to the entrance is too

far to travel without significant additional assistance; extricat-
ing the injured party will require extensive technical or medical
expertise; or the injured person feels incapable of exiting under
his or her own power; then call 911. We are serious. If the coun-
ty does not have 911 then call the local fire department or res-
cue squad.

Neither the 1998 NSS Convention nor its staff can legally
o rganize and perform cave rescues. However, several county
governments in TAG have trained cave rescue teams. Many of
these team members are part of the 1998 Convention Staff. We
recommend that after you dial 911 you then call the Convention
h e a d q u a rt e r s. The chiefs of these cave teams may be at
Sewanee, not in their home county, and a call to Convention
headquarters will expedite their call-out.

If for some reason you are unsure who to call in the coun-
ty where you are, the staff at Convention headquarters will call
the appropriate authorities for you and your caving party.
Please be polite

Safety and good manners go hand-in-hand. Be polite to
others! Proper caving etiquette includes deciding to go some-
where else if there are just too many people at the cave you
wanted to visit today.

Do not assume that any of the caves in TAG are perma-
nently rigged. Bring your own ropes, please. If the pit or cave
is already rigged, then use common courtesy and common
sense when rappelling lines placed by others, re-rigging their
ropes, or placing your own rope in the pit with the others
already present.

And remember, the more ropes in a pit, the more opportu-
nity for rock fall and other types of incidents. What kinds of
i n c i d e n t s ?

Hypothermia can become a reality for those waiting to
climb out of a pit that can accommodate only one or two ropes,
yet has a great many people waiting to exit.

Ropes at busy pits have actually been untied by their eager-
to-leave owners while people were still climbing on them. How
can this be? The rope was wrapped around one tree, and backed
up to a second.

Or the rope owners, used to caving together and not
expecting company, may have rigged their main line with one
end in the pit, with the other end serving as a way to reach the
rig point. This short line may go no further than the lip. Unless
each party has a rope that is distinctive it may be difficult for
one group’s rope to be distinguished from the others at the site.

Exhibiting good manners is also a way to protect our frag-
ile cave environments. We all are aware of the damage larg e
groups of people can do to plant life at the tops of pits, and to
animal life in our cave streams. 

And, by showing common courtesy to others, we keep
these caves open for those who want to cave in the Southeast in
the future. Unfortunately, many caves here in TAG have been
closed because cavers, both from TAG and elsewhere, have
been discourteous to those who own the caves, or who own the
access to the caves.

Cave Safely in TAG ● Cousineau/Hudson



I hope you enjoy your visit here this summer. There are
a few critters you may want to avoid to make your stay much
more comfortable. Some of these plants, animals, and insects
can make life really miserable if you got in a tangle with
them. The primary plants to watch out for are Poison Ivy and
Stinging Nettle. There are several poisonous snakes that are
commonly found, the Copperhead, Timber Rattlesnake and
the Cottonmouth. The most common insects to be aware of
are Yellow Jackets, Fire Ants, Mosquitoes, Horse Flies,
Midges, Chiggers and Ticks. Listed below is a brief descrip-
tion of each, how to avoid them, and what to do if you get
stung or bit.
Poison Ivy, Toxicondendron radicans

Exists as a vine or small creeping
plant in forested areas and the edge of
clearings. Leaves form groups of three
with a symmetrical central oval leaf. The
leaves on either side mirror one another
with notches on the outside. The leaves
are 1-5 inches in length and light green in
the spring turning dark in the summer.
They are smooth on top and hairy under-
neath. Contact with the plant produces a mild to severe der-
matitis reaction that is characterized by a red rash that erupts
as blisters and intense burning. Symptoms may occur sever-
al days after contact. Avoid any contact with the plant. Wash
affected areas with soap and water.
Stinging Nettle, Urtica dioica

This plant grows in very moist
areas moderated from extreme tem-
peratures like in the bottom of ravines
and near cave entrances. It has a cen-
tral stem with alternating groups of
opposite and opposed leaves that are
offset ninety degrees. The heart shaped leaves are 1-6 inch-
es long and sharply serrated around the edges. The leaves
and especially the stems are covered with white stinging nee-
dles and hairs. It can grow up to 4 feet tall and cover dense
areas. Contact with the plant produces an immediate and
very painful stinging sensation.  Only contact with the nee-
dles causes a reaction. Affected areas may become red with
swelling and raised skin.  Wash affected areas with soap and
water. Try to use a stick to clear a path to cave entrances
blocked by stinging nettle, being careful to avoid damage to
other plants.

Southern Copperhead, Agkistrodon contortrix contortrix
This one to three foot long snake is copper-colored with

brown-colored bands in an hourglass-like pattern which can
be broken in the center. The head is broad with a slender
neck. This snake can be found almost anywhere around the
area but is more common in the forest and dry rocky areas.
It can be very camouflaged in piles of leaves in and around
dry cave entrances. It is normally very docile and will not
move when approached. It rarely bites unless stepped on or
touched. The bite is rarely fatal and is characterized by
painful swelling. If you suspect you have been bitten by a
copperhead seek immediate medical attention and trans-
portation to the nearest hospital.
Eastern Cottonmouth, Agkistrodon piscivorus piscivorus

This two to four foot long snake similar in shape to a
copperhead but much darker olive brown to black with dark
bands that have irregular and indistinct borders. It is found in
and around swamps, streams, lakes, springs, and standing
water. When approached, the snake is unpredictable and
aggressive. It may aggressively chase and strike out at the
intruder. The inside of the mouth is white. The venom is
extremely destructive causing tissue damage and other com-
plications that may require amputation. If you suspect you
have been bitten by a cottonmouth seek immediate medical
attention and transportation to the nearest hospital.
Timber Rattlesnake, Crotalus horridus

This three to five foot long snake has variable colors and
patterns.  Color can be yellow, brown or grey with dark
bands that are v-shaped that grade to spots toward the tail. A
lighter stripe can run along the top starting at the head. The
head is large and broad with a narrow neck. It normally has
a rattle at the end of the tail. This snake is mostly docile but
can be unpredictable at times. It can not be counted on to
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The Vermin of T AG
by Andy Porter NSS 26258

Timber Rattler. (Photo by Alan Cressler)
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give a warning rattle when approached. The bite is rarely
fatal but is very serious. Seek immediate medical attention
and transportation to the nearest Hospital if bit.
Mosquito, Family Culicidae

These small, flying insects have long slender bodies and
wings up to 1/4 inch long with long legs. They make a high
pitched hum and fly in an erratic manner. The females bite
and are a vector for several diseases. The bite is character-
ized by a red raised area on the skin that can itch intensely.
Mosquitoes breed and are concentrated around standing
water. They are attracted to light colors and exposed flesh.
Treat bites with topical antibiotic and itch reliever. Placing
several citronella candles around camp can be a big help.
Biting Midge, Family Ceratopogonidae

This very small, minute fly measuring less than 1mm
long is very annoying.  Its size makes detection difficult.
When first bitten a mild irritation is noticed. This sensation
leads to small localized itch and burning at the site of the
bite. Midges like to bite the softer areas of the skin like the
back of the arms, legs and waist. Multiple bites in the same
area make the detection of new bites almost impossible.
These bugs can drive you insane. They are very common to
moist areas and fields in the summer months. Sometimes the
only defense from these annoying insects is to wear long
clothes and heavy insect repellent or retreat to a sealed envi-
ronment like a car or a tent. Midges can enter through any-
thing bigger than fine tent mesh or cloth.
Yellow Jacket, Family Vespidae, Subfamily Vespinae

This aggressive stinging wasp is 1/4-3/4 inches long. It
has bright alternating bands of yellow and black on their
abdomen. It flies around very aggressively and attack when
threatened or disturbed. Their nests are found in burrows in
the ground, hollows in rock piles or rotten trees. The nests
can have over a thousand individuals. When disturbed the
nest will swarm, attacking the intruder. Yellow jackets will
sting, chasing the victim for long distances. The sting can be
fatal to those that are extremely allergic. Individuals can
become allergic without knowing. If bitten, treat the affected
area with antibiotic cream. Monitor the individual for aller-
gic reaction. If an allergic reaction develops, seek immediate
transportation to a hospital for treatment.
Fire Ant Formicidae myrmicinae soenopsis
This ant builds large mounds up to three feet tall. The ants

are red to black and about 1mm long. The mounds at first
appear to be unoccupied. Upon disturbance, thousands of
ants instantly swarm out of the nest in thick masses to attack
the intruder. Their bite is extremely painful. In addition to
tearing open a hole in the flesh, they inject formic acid. The
bites can develop nasty infections and scars. Avoid standing
in or near any fire ant mound. These ants are very common
throughout the south.
Horse Fly, Tabanus Hybomitra

This insect is a large 1/3-1 inch long biting fly that is
brown or black.  It is sometimes striped or spotted. It can
make a loud buzzing noise giving away its presence. It is
found virtually anywhere in the region. It is encountered
mostly in open areas like roads, fields and creekbeds. The fly
attacks by landing and biting the victim and is extremely
painful. The best way to deal with them is to hold you arms
out and let them land. Right when they move down to start
biting, you can swat them and eliminate the problem.
Chigger, Eutrombicula alfreddugesi

This parasitic mite is an extremely small 1/4mm red
insect. Its size eliminates the possibility of detection before
your bit. The mite burrows next to hair follicles causing a
very irritating itch. They like to bite in the most tender and
private parts of a person. The bites are characterized by a
small red raised bump. An unsuspecting victim can be bitten
by hundreds of these mites before they know it. The best way
to avoid them is to use bug spray on clothing and to wear
long pants. They are picked up by brushing against vegeta-
tion.
Tick, Dermacentor

This insect is 1-5 mm long with an oval shape and short
legs. It crawls slowly and burrows its head into its victim to
suck blood. Ticks can have a painless bite that is often unde-
tected until it has securely attached itself. Removing ticks
can be difficult. Applying isopropyl alcohol will often force
the tick to let go. Carefully pull the tick out trying to not
leave the head buried in you skin. It the head remains it could
lead to an infection. Ticks are known vectors for Rocky
Mountain Spotted Fever and Lyme Disease. Protect yourself
by careful inspection of your person on a frequent basis and
wearing long pant in the woods. Ticks are picked up by
brushing vegetation and falling out of trees.
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Everyone at Sewanee sooner or later notices the night
sky. The lack of lights and the campus' location atop the
Cumberland Plateau makes Sewanee a great place for
stargazing. And there is plenty to catch the eye.

Perhaps most noticeable will be the Moon. It starts the
week already past the first quarter and each night it will
become fuller, and rising later, until Friday. Then the Moon
is full and shines throughout the night.
Friday night marks one of three eclipses of the Moon. Sadly,
it's a penumbral eclipse; the moon never reaches the darkest
part of the Earth's shadow. Many astronomy guides predict
you'll not even notice it. But look for it anyway. The eclipse
is underway at sunset and ends at 11:18. 

As for the planets, Jupiter and Saturn put on a show in
the evening while Venus and Mars hide close to the morning
sun. 

Jupiter is the brightest thing in the night sky (other than
the moon) it rises about 10 p.m. It's on it's way to being
brighter, peaking in September when it will be the brightest
it's been in a decade. 

Saturn is closer to the Earth than usual making it shine
brightly. The last time this happened was when the NSS was
at Sewanee in 1989. Saturn rises about midnight.

Mercury is seen on the western horizon in the early
evening. The overlooks at University View or Morgan's
Steep may be the best places to spot this baked planet.

Mars and Venus rise in the east around 4:00 a.m., just a
couple hours before sunrise. You'll have to be an early riser
to catch these.

As for stars, looking up about 10 o'clock, one will be
treated to a view of the Milky Way which starts east of the

North Star and heads southward, growing broader as it
reaches the southern horizon. The brightest star visible is
Arcturus in the constellation Bootes. Other bright stars and
their constellations include Spica in Virgo on the western
horizon, Vega in Lyra almost directly overhead, Deneb in
Cygnus (the Northern Cross) east of Vega, Altair in Aquila
southeast of Vega and Antaries in Scorpius in the south. The
bright stars Vega, Deneb and Altair make-up the asterism
known as the Summer Triangle.

The Cordell-Lorenz Observatory at the University of the
South will be open several nights during the convention,
weather permitting. The Observatory is located on the roof
of Carnegie Hall in the center of campus next to All Saints
Chapel. Look for more information while you are in
Sewanee for the convention.

The Sewanee are a ’s dark skies will afford excellent opportunities for star
gazing, though you will probably not catch this site, the Hale-Bopp Comet.

(photo by Bobby Biddix)

Under The Stars
At Sewanee

by Kenneth W. Huffines NSS 22190
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The National Cave Rescue Commission (NCRC) is an
Internal Organization of the National Speleological Society
(NSS). It was commissioned not as a rescue squad but as an
organization designed to promote caving safety, develop and
implement cave rescue training methods, develop cave res-
cue techniques, and to act as a liaison for rescue agencies and
resources. 

Tremendous progress has been made in all of these
areas. Currently overseen by a board of regional coordina-
tors, a national coordinator, and an education board; the
NCRC has developed and implemented several levels of
training at both a regional and national level. Courses devel-
oped include a Basic Orientation course, a Level 1 and Level
2 course that is taught at the annual NCRC seminar and
regionally in a modular format, a Level 3 advanced course,
an Instructor tract, a Course Coordinator tract and a small
part rescue program. 

The Southeast Region of the NCRC has more caves,
more NCRC trained people and more NCRC Instructors than
any other region. This is not surprising considering that the
Southeast region encompasses Tennessee, A l a b a m a ,
Georgia, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Florida. The res-
cue squads in the region have also become better trained and
prepared for cave rescue incidents. Some of the regional
groups like the Chattanooga/Hamilton County Cave and
Cliff Rescue Team, The Walker County Rescue Squad, the
Knoxville Volunteer Rescue Squad, the Nashville Grotto and
Huntsville Rescue Squad, to name a few; are some of the
most prepared, skilled and experienced groups in the world
in regards to cave rescue.

But as cavers, our primary goal needs to be cave rescue
prevention. The first step in problem management is pre-
venting problems from occurring, and this is never more true
than in caving. The NSS has done a wonderful job over the
years developing safe caving guidelines. And as the numbers
of people participating in caving activities continues to rise
dramatically, it is imperative that we continue to keep our
outlook on safety in the foreground. Grottos and individual
cavers alike share this responsibility.

If you are involved in a Grotto, I would encourage you
to review the current methods and policies for educating new
and potential members concerning general caving safety.
One of the most noble things we can do for a fellow enthu-
siast is to educate and remind them about simple things like
the “3 light rule.” By doing so we can participate in cave res-
cue in the best way of all - passively.

Likewise, if you are participating in caving activities as
an experienced caver or novice, it is your responsibility to
review and learn the practices that will keep you from being
an unwilling participant in your next local cave rescue event.
As a fellow caver, I challenge you to do the following things
prior to your next caving trip:

l Review the latest NSS guidelines for safe caving.
l Examine all of your equipment and replace/add to as

needed.
l Review your skill and ability level honestly.
l Discuss rescue prevention and safety with the people

you cave with.
l Study case histories of cave rescues (American Caving

Accidents) and ask yourself how you would have
fared in similar circumstances.

In these ways, every caver can be actively involved in
cave rescue in the best way possible—by preventing acci-
dents from occurring, preparing to manage minor problems
and caving safely.

How Can Y ou Participat e
in Cave Rescue?

by Jeff Parnell NSS 25786
NCRC SE Region Coordinator

Butch Feldhaus briefs a group of cave rescuers during a February 1995
cave rescue at Grassy Cove Saltpeter Cave, Cumberland County,
Tennessee. (Photo by John Hickman)
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Keith Goggin trying to stay dry at the entrance drop to Thunderhole, Alabama. (Photo by Ron Simmons)
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The pull-down concept for caving was most likely
derived from rock climbing and mountaineering techniques.
Rock climbers and mountaineers generally have only one
rope (or one set or ropes) with them on a climb. When nec-
essary on ascent, the rope is used as a safety while each
climber climbs the rock and then it is transported to the next
pitch. Since ropes are not generally left in place, the same
rope is used for each pitch. Upon descent, the rope or ropes
are rigged “doubled” through an anchor, and then pulled
down so that they may be reused on the next pitch.

In most vertical caves, cavers rig a rope at each non-free
climbable pitch. For a vertical cave with multiple pitches,
this means a rope at each pitch, so that the cavers can ascend

the pitches after bottoming the cave. However for caves with
a known upper and lower entrance, the idea of taking one
rope, rigging it doubled at each pitch, pulling it down after
the team has descended, and exiting via the lower entrance is
an exciting prospect. This idea was introduced to TAG in the
mid-seventies by Jim Smith who did his first pull-down trip
in England in 1974. The first TAG pull-down was in 1977
when Jim led a trip through Bloodstone/Scotts Barn Cave.

There are a few problems and technical details with
such a trip. The foremost concern is knowing the route. In
some caves route finding is easy. In most of TAG’s pull-
down caves, the axiom of “follow the water” is used.
However, sometimes the route may be more difficult or con-

“Pull-D own” Cave Trips
by John W. Stembel NSS 25837“Pull-down” trips are one

of the most exciting kinds of

vertical cave trips in TAG. Just

doing a cave with multiple

drops can be fun, but by

pulling the ropes down, the

cavers are committed to 

finding the lower entrance

safely. While pull-down trips

can be exciting, precautions

are  needed to ensure a safe

and enjoyable trip.

Nick Jones descends over the lip of the pulldown
ledge on Protected Well, Bloodstone Cave, Alabama.

(Photo by Jim Smith)



voluted than expected. For example, an obscure dry crawl
bypasses a too low water crawl in Tennessee’s Solution Rift
just after the third pit. Failure to locate this crawl could lead
to a lengthy underground visit.

Another major concern is the rigging of each pitch. Each
must be rigged safely, but also in a manner that the rope can
be pulled down. If the rope hangs up while attempting the
pull, then one end of the rope will have to be anchored, while
someone climbs back up and re-rigs the ropes to allow the
pull. This can be an extremely hazardous maneuver. If the
rope cannot be retrieved, and there are more pitches to be
negotiated, then the team will be stranded.

Necessary Gear
Each person should have their own seat harness, safety

and descending device. Warm clothes, wetsuit, and possibly
a cave suit should be worn. Most of the commonly done pull-
downs are wet—wet pitches, long crawls in water, even
some wading. While some folks can successfully traverse a
pull-down without a wetsuit, a wetsuit is the optimal choice
for clothing. While a wetsuit can be confining and hard to
move in, if there is delay during the trip, it will provide the
most warmth.

For lighting, a dependable electric with appropriate back
up lights is preferred. A balaclava and trash bag in the hel-
met, as well as some high caloric food stuffs, also come in
handy. Sturdy knee pads are highly recommended.

For pull-down cave trips, a rappel rack is the most ver-
satile descending device. It can be easily used on doubled
ropes, and ropes of any diameter. It is also easy to keep the
ropes separated while rappelling which prevents twisting.
Devices that are unable to accept doubled ropes, the increas-

ingly popular micro-racks, bobbins, and Petzl stops, can also
be used, but require special rigging techniques. Even a fig-
ure-8 descender can be used, but the ropes twist and can be
difficult to pulldown. Also, it can be a very slow descent on
two dirty, stiff caving ropes.

When using a rappel rack on a doubled rope it is impor-
tant to keep the ropes separated to avoid twisting. One rope
can run through the rack and between the legs, while the
other can run on the outside of the leg. Any method that
keeps the ropes separated is acceptable. Twisted ropes can
temporarily strand a person on rope in the middle of a pitch,
or can be impossible to pull down.
Ropes and Rigging

There are several options for choosing ropes for a pull-
down. The most common is to use one rope that is more than
twice the length of the longest pitch—by at least ten percent
to allow for rigging. For caves with a long pitch, groups may
want to take two ropes each slightly longer than the depth of
the deepest pitch. Taking two ropes can make transporting
the ropes much easier than one long rope, which in turn helps
to make the trip more efficient. This is also especially help-
ful in caves with many short pitches, and one long pitch. The
ropes can be used independently for the short drops, and
joined for the long drop.

The ropes should be of similar diameter, make, condi-
tion, and be easily distinguishable to avoid confusion when
rappelling. The ropes can be joined with a double-grapevine
knot (Figure 1) or figure-8 bend (Figure 2) and used as one
doubled rope to rappel. The double-grapevine is a more com-
pact knot, but harder to untie.

In TAG, the traditional method to descend a pitch for a
pull-down is to thread the rope through or around an anchor,
tie both ends of the rope together  and place both ends of the
rope down the pitch. Tying both ends of the rope together
helps to center the rope at the anchor and prevents you from
rappelling of the end of the rope. Each rappeller then threads
both ropes through their descender and descends the pitch,
trying to keep the ends from tangling. Especially on deep
drops, this can be a slow and tiresome process.

Instead of each person using this method for descend-
ing, there is an alternative method for pull-downs that is
growing in popularity. The first person down rappels with a
rack in the traditional method. The ropes are untangled on
the descent, and freed from any snags on the wall. At the bot-
tom, that first person takes one of the ropes to a safe area,
away from rock fall, and clips into the rope (usually with
ascending gear) to serve as an anchor. Now each successive
person, needs only to do a single rope rappel on the opposite
rope. This allows for the use of bobbins and micro-racks, as
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Figure 1.- Double-grapevine knot.

Figure 2.- Figure 8 bend.



well as making the rappel much safer and easier for each rap-
peller.

If there is not a rack available to do the original doubled
rope rappel, there is still a rigging alternative. Simply, rig the
pitch as a single line, and have each rappeller descend nor-
mally. The last person re-rigs the drop for a pull-down in the
fashion described above.

In England, the standard way to rig a pull-down with
single rope descenders (Figure 3), is to tie a figure-8 or but-
terfly knot at the mid-point of the rope and clip a carabiner
to it, thread one arm of the rope through the anchor until the
knot hits the anchor, then clip the carabiner around the rope
that was just threaded through. One can now rappel the side
with the carabiner around it, but definitely not the other side.
When at the bottom, one pulls the tail of the rope not used
for rappelling and the rope should come down. The only
potential danger with this method is getting on the wrong
rope, or if the rope jams and can’t be pulled down.

Care should be taken when pulling the rope(s) down. If
only one rope is used, then either end may be pulled. Pull
slowly and be alert when the rope begins to fall, as the falling
rope can cause injury or dislodge rocks. When using two
joined ropes, the knot should be positioned just below any
breakover lip to allow the ropes to be pulled-down success-
fully. The knot can be positioned at the rig point for all but
the last person, then repositioned before the last person
begins the descent. 

To ensure that the correct rope (i.e., the rope so that the
knot goes straight down and not up and into the rigging) is
pulled down after the last descent, an overhand knot should
be placed in the end of the rope to be pulled. Also, members
of the team should communicate with
each other so that there is no confusion
as to which rope is to be pulled. For
example, after tying an overhand knot
in the correct rope to be pulled, the trip
leader might say, “When we are all
down, we will be pulling the red-striped
PMI with the knot in the end.”

As a safeguard against the occa-
sional mishap of a hung rope, at least
one person should have their ascending
system on the trip. Each caver should
carry a safety ascender or cow’s tail
while clipping in, and for serving as an
anchor at the bottom of pitches. If a
rope will not pull down, anchor the end
of the pull rope, and have someone

ascend the other rope to correct the problem. This can be
dangerous and special care should be taken to prevent ropes
from hanging.

Rigging for pull-downs is often done with slings and
carabiners or quicklinks. It is a good idea to take plenty of
extra slings and links. Webbing and short pieces of kern-
mantle rope make excellent sling material. Plan to leave
some in the cave. Some well visited pull-down caves have
many slings or links left by previous parties. As with any
cave trip, care should be taken to check any existing gear in
a cave before trusting one’s life to it. Slings can become
trashed easily by overuse and from coursing water.

Quicklinks can become rusted and brittle. Bolts can be
poorly placed or deteriorated. Adding a brand new sling, or
two, will eliminate having to trust ragged slings. If a piece of
hardware is left, be sure it is stainless-steel, as any other
metal will rust and lose its strength. It is okay to remove old
ragged slings and replace them with two or three new pieces.
Trip Planning

For a safe and successful pulldown trip, proper planning
is essential. First, and most obviously, the cave must have a
known lower entrance. A suspected or probable lower
entrance is not sufficient. Furthermore, at least one member
of the group should have traversed and be familiar with the
through route. If no member of the group has been through
the cave, then all group members should learn as much as
possible about the cave. Important questions to ask include:
“Are there any route-finding problems with the cave? Any
key landmarks to notice? Any blind pits? Is it just ‘follow the
water’? Are there any squeezes that might inhibit some larg-
er cavers?”
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Figure 3. - Side-by-side comparison of American
and European methods of Pull-Down rigging.



The planned entrance for exiting should also be
checked, if possible, for water levels, debris, and general
access. In 1995, a group attempting to do a pull-down in
Virginia’s Pig Hole failed to check the lower entrance for
debris. It was choked with debris and the group was unable
to clear it. Fortunately, they only had to wait a few hours as
another group entered the cave later that same day and they
were able to use the second group’s rope. 

Rains can flood a lower entrance or any low sections in
a passage. With any water draining cave, pay close attention
to the recent local weather and the predicted weather for the
day. During the 1997 SERA, a group visited Alabama’s
McBrides Cave. It had been raining hard for a while, but
they didn’t realize that the ground was completely saturated.
Rising waters made for an extremely challenging cave trip
with three broken bones and a protracted cave rescue. 

Weather radios can be helpful, but they should not nec-
essarily be the only source of information to rely upon. A
local landowner can be an invaluable weather information
source. Just because it hasn’t rained the night before at
home, doesn’t mean it hasn’t stormed near the cave. Be pre-
pared to change plans because of the weather.

Great Pull-Down Trips in TAG
There are many great pulldown trips in TAG. Some of

the classics are listed below along with any special consider-
ations. All pit depths are listed in feet.
Arch Cave / Middle Arch Cave and Lower Arch Cave:
One 120-foot rope will do the entire trip. This is a great cave
system! A spring flows out of Mill Seat Spring Cave, over-
land for a short distance, then into Arch Cave. The cave has
two “upper” entrances, both short pits. After some nice
stream passage and a 50-foot pit, entrance three to Arch Cave
is found. One can traverse around the sinkhole and climb-
down into the upper entrance of Middle Arch Cave; or, stay-
ing inside the entrance chamber, follow the water down a
short climb and traverse the “Fallopian Tubes” into Middle
Arch Cave (the caves are connected). 

Continuing downstream, after a 30-foot pit, Arch Cave /
Middle Arch Cave’s lowest entrance is found. Traverse
around the sinkhole and enter the disconnected Lower Arch
Cave’s upper entrance. Try as he might, Marion Smith could
never find a way to stay under the dripline of the sink and
connect the caves properly.

Lower Arch Cave continues a short distance with many
climbdowns, and it, too, has a lower entrance. A great sport-
ing trip. Do it on a sunny day and enjoy a TAG wetsuit multi-
drop cave and bask occasionally in the sun. Shaft series:
Arch E1, 40, 10 (climbdown), 15, 50, Arch Cave E3 / Middle
Arch E1, 7 (climbdown), 10 (climbdown), 30, Middle Arch
E2, Lower Arch E1, Lower Arch E2.

Bloodstone / Scott’s Barn Cave: Take two 150-foot ropes
for one of the most spectacular cave trips in TAG. The upper
Bloodstone entrance is an awkward collapse of breakdown
and cold, raining water. It feels like being in a washing
machine and can be very confusing. The actual “Bloodstone”
is a nasty piece of breakdown that makes a difficult squeeze.
The ropes should be put down the squeeze first. If the
Bloodstone were to move and trap any cavers inside the
cave, they can do the pull-down and exit by the lower
entrance. This squeeze is very difficult for large cavers, and
especially difficult for long-legged cavers. Route finding in
this section can be difficult.

Once down the first drop, navigating through the cave is
straight forward. For the 241-foot Protected Well, knot the
two 150’s (the last person placing the knot below the lip),
and rappel to a ledge 107 feet off the floor. After all have rap-
pelled, pull the ropes down to the ledge and repeat the
process. Again, if the knot is not below the breakover lip, the
ropes will not pull down. The ledge is quite wide, but there
is always some noticeable tension waiting for the ropes to be
pulled. 

After Protected Well, there are four short drops and then
the crawling begins. The final 100 feet or so is through
decaying pig parts and mud, emerging in a low field
entrance.

The owner of the lower entrance, Mr. Scott, does not
want to bothered by cavers, nor does he want to give per-
mission to enter his cave. Please respect his wishes, and do
not bother him. The cove, Houston Hollow, is leased by
hunters, so the cave is definitely off limits during hunting
season. Shaft series: 8 (climbdown), 20, 241 (Protected
Well), 15, 15, 20, 31.
Deep Thrust: Two 150-foot ropes work well for this cave
that connects to the actively mined Anderson limestone quar-
ry near Sherwood, Tennessee. Care should be taken to not
enter the cave on any day but Sunday. There are three upper
entrances, but the most common one, has a 74-foot pit short-
ly inside the cave. A narrow passage at the bottom leads to
the next pit. 

The cave is pretty straight forward for a while, follow-
ing the water. In a large breakdown area, the water is lost and
the way on can be confusing. Rock cairns and footprints
should lead the way, back to the stream, and the final 147-
foot pit into the Anderson Quarry. Facing the cave wall,
looking back up the pit, turn left to find the quarry entrance
a few hundred yards away. Shaft series: 74, 25, 147.
Houston Hollow / Geiger Cave: Take two 110-foot ropes
for this cave on the other side of the hollow from
Bloodstone, this is a fine pull-down, that is not so harrowing
or challenging. The entrance is at the bottom of a fabulous
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sinkhole with a large waterfall on the uphill side. After some
sinuous canyon passage, the top of the 25-foot climbdown is
encountered. It is quite climbable, but most folks rig it. The
68-footer is next, which is quite narrow at the top.

At the bottom of the drop, the cave becomes much larg-
er, with plenty of walking passage. The walking passage
ends, and an obscure crawl-climbdown combination leads to
the top of the 95-footer. A guide is recommended. After the
last drop, it is a long way with plenty of water passages to
the lowest entrance, which happens to be right by the road.
Shaft series: 25 (climbdown), 68, 95, 16 (climbdown).
McBrides Cave: Two 110-foot ropes work well. Use the
ropes separately on the short pitches, then join them for the
long drop. This is probably the most frequently done pull-
down in TAG. The cave has everything: multiple wet pitch-
es, sporty downclimbs, low air space crawls, breakdown,
formations, and lots of excitement. 

Except in extremely high water, the first four drops are
relatively dry, and the route obvious. At the bottom of the
fourth drop, route finding can be troublesome, a guide is
highly recommended. Near the top of the exceedingly wet
fifth drop, there is a difficult 10-foot climbdown. In 1992, a
caver broke her foot in three places while negotiating this
climbdown, and in 1997 a caver broke her tibia just above
the ankle. Be very careful at this climbdown!

Past this drop, the cave is usually very wet. The top of
the eighth drop is the scariest part of the cave and would be
called the “crux of the biscuit” by Frank Zappa. A 50-foot
belly crawl leads to the drop. The ceiling is less than 12 inch-
es at the top of the drop, and the water is usually at least four
inches deep. In heavy flow, this air space can be minimized
to two or three inches, and in extremely heavy flow it will
sump completely! This is where Gerald Moni broke his
femur in 1997 during a trip with very high water.

After finishing the drop series, the cave continues 2,600
feet with much cherty crawling, stooping, and walking to
emerge into the landowner’s yard. The landowner, Mr. Loyd,
and his family have a long history of generosity and kindness
to cavers. Just knock on the door and tell them of your plans.
Make sure to let them know you are out, too. After the long
1997 rescue, permission to do the cave during rainstorms
will not be given. Shaft series: 13, 23, 34, 25, 10 (climb-
down), 90, 28, 38, 23, 15.
Sinking Cove Cave: One 120-foot rope will rig every drop.
It can be difficult to find the third drop. There is a squeeze
after the last drop which is sporting, but not too tight. On a
trip in 1992, a large caver could not fit through the low
crawl. A caver exited, and returned with a hammer to modi-
fy the passage. Don’t underestimate the last climbdown,
Rick’s Downfall, it is much more sporting than it looks. 

The pull-down trip passage enters the main borehole
passage near the lower entrance. Turning upstream, one can
traverse more than a mile of passage and finally emerge at
the spectacular Wolf Cove Entrance. Downstream, a short
distance, is the resurgence and the camp site. Shaft series:
23, 37, 53, 25, 23, 10 (climbdown - Rick’s Downfall).
Solution Rift: Two 180-foot ropes work well. Just inside the
cave, straddle the canyon passage and rig the first pit off to
the right. The second drop follows immediately, then a sinu-
ous canyon to the third drop. At the bottom of the third drop,
the water disappears in a too-tight crawl. The correct way is
the way opposite the water, which leads to a muddy crawl
that was dug open. The crawl works its way back to the
water. Heading downstream the cave becomes gradually big-
ger.

The fourth drop is a short drop leading to the aptly
named “Burr Tubes.” The low crawl winds its way to the top
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Wayne Prince descending a rope in McBrides Cave, Jackson County,
Alabama. (Photo by Jim Smith)
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of the beautiful 167-foot Confederate Well. A f t e r
Confederate Well and a short pit, two blind pits are found.
Traverse over the pits and climb down back to the stream.
The last pit is just ahead. Always check with the landowner,
Charlie Smith, before going to the cave and check the lower
spring entrance for air space. Shaft series: 24, 18, 30, 23, 167
(Confederate Well), 31, 10 (climbdown), 36.
ThunderMakerCave: Take two 100-foot ropes for this rel-
atively short pull-down trip that can be challenging for larg-
er cavers. The cave includes “The Vortex Drop,” a 73-foot
pit at the end of a low crawlway. In high water, a caver can
actually plug the top of the drop, causing the water to back-
up into the crawl and makes for an interesting effect when
the caver is ready to rig into the rope. The lower entrance is
unique in that one rappels a 15-foot drop to emerge from the
darkness and into the stream gully. Shaft series: 15 (climb-
down), 20, 12, 73 (The Vortex Shaft), 11, 20, 6 (climbdown),
15.
Tony Sinks Cave: In 1995, a dig at the end of Frenchman’s
Cave by Alan Cressler, Andy Porter, and Andy Zellner, led to
the discover of the 214-foot deep Dental Floss Well. After
much pushing at the bottom of the pit, explorers connected
into Tony Sinks Cave. Tony Sinks Cave is a well known val-
ley floor cave with over 10,000 feet of passage and two
known entrances.

Take two ropes, at least 220 feet long, and use the
Frenchman’s Cave entrance, with a drop of 68 feet. A little
ways down dip is the second pit of 70 feet. The cave contin-
ues as a relatively large passage, until it looks like it ends.
Follow a low, tight, dug crawl near the right wall for about
600 feet to Dental Floss Well. At the bottom of this drop, the
cave can be confusing and a guide is recommended. After
connecting into Tony Sinks Cave, there is over 9,000 feet of
borehole passage to the lowest entrance, the Cox Cave
entrance. As of January 1998, a complete through trip from
the highest to lowest entrance has not been accomplished.
Shaft series: 68, 70, 214. 
Wet Cave / Above Wet Cave: Two 100-foot ropes are rec-
ommended. The upper cave starts low and crawly. The first
twenty feet or so may need to be re-dug after winter high
water flows. After some long belly crawls, the cave opens up
and the passages are well decorated. After the last drop, route
finding can a be slight problem in the muddy, confusing hor-
izontal cave. 

A trip should include a visit to the “Mud Room” with its
thigh-deep sucking mud. The owner of the cave, Harry
Clark, operates a Bed and Breakfast near the lower entrance
and requests that cavers wanting to visit his cave contact him
ahead of time. Shaft Series: 28, 69, 35 (Triple Squirt), 14, 21,
25, 59.

Sources
Wookey, personal communication, 1/12/98.
James H. Smith, personal communication, 1/12/98.
The Book of Outdoor Knots , Peter Owen, 1993.
The Texas Caver, article by Joe Ivy, June 1995.
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Trey Caplenor descending the second upclimb in White Oak Blowhole, Blount County, Tennessee. (Photo by Alan Cressler)
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Introduction
The purpose of subterranean climbing, or dome climb-

ing, varies among those who would climb in a cave. For
some, it is the challenge of climbing the rock by following
its inherent weaknesses to reach the top, regardless if pas-
sages are discovered. Thousands of dome climbs remain for
them. For other cavers/climbers, dome climbing is both a
challenge and a means to an end. The goal is to find new pas-
sages and to push a cave to its vertical extent. The latter
requires good judgement and a lot of luck for success by
selecting climbing projects that have the potential to bear the
fruit of virgin cave.

The challenge is both for the climber and those who sup-
port the effort. It’s to all of the climbers who struggled and
prevailed, and to the support crew who bore the burdens
through endless crawls, froze while waiting, were exposed to
rockfall, and shared in the success, that I dedicate this article.
What Is Underground Technical Climbing

Subterranean technical rock climbing consists of a com-
bination of free climbing and direct aid. Advancement
occurs by placing protection (anchors) into the rock such as
bolts, pitons, chocks, and slings. The climber advances high-
er by placing an anchor above their head, attaching webbing

ladders called etriers to the anchor, and then climbing up the
etrier. The climber is belayed by a dynamic rope which is
attached with a carabiner to each anchor in succession -- pro-
viding protection from a ground fall. Dome walls are usual-
ly vertical to overhanging and may include loose flakes, pen-
dants, fragile chert, sharp edges, incipient and flaring cracks,
thick mud or rotten flowstone, and are often drippy or in a
waterfall. It is in this manner and under these conditions that
nearly 100 domes in TAG have been climbed by cave explor-
ers from all parts of the USA.

Dome climbs can be subjectively rated using the
Yosemite decimal system-an alpha numeric grading based
on the difficulty of the climb which describes the strenuous
nature, the awkwardness of placing protection, integrity of
the protection, number of tenuous placements in a row, etc.

The History of Subterranean
Technical Climbing in T AG

By James H. Smith NSS 14529

“The wall, the climbs, inanimate objects, so often personified, are never really conquered. Man can only conquer his weak -
ness, exceed his self estimates, and fail to yield as his very soul begs that he retires!” Don Davison (1974)

Aid Climb Rating System
A0 known as “French Free” is using aid to make progress with
no etriers required.
A1 is easy aid. No risk of pulling protection out and etriers
required.
A2 is moderate aid with solid placement that may be awkward
and strenuous to place.
A2+ usually several tenuous placements above good protection
with a 20 plus fall potential.
A3 is hard aid requiring test methods to see if a piece will pull
out.
A3+ is like A3 but with dangerous fall potential.
A4 is serious aid with lots of jeopardy and 60 to 100 foot fall
potential.
A5 has no piece of protection capable of holding a fall on the
climb and all pieces are body weight only.
A6 is theoretical probably resulting in a team fall or death.

According to Long et. al.

Mark Cartwright climbing a thirty foot dome in No Business Blowing
Cave, Tennessee. (Photo by Jim Smith)
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The ratings for aid climbing is subjective and ranges from
A0 (easy) to A6 (extremely difficult). A0 also known as
“French Free” is using aid to make progress without using
etriers. A1 usually requires the use of etriers with A2 through
A6 becoming increasing more difficult. A4 through A6 are
extremely difficult with the possibility of multiple anchor
failure and a long fall, usually resulting in death! I recom-
mend A2 climbing as the hardest rating one should do in a
cave since rescue is difficult at best.
Early Dome Climbs

Some of the earliest dome climbing in the southeast
occurred in June 1966 by Jerry Reeves and Billy Wooten.
They completed a 60-foot climb up a steep mud wall using
12 mud pitons in the Big Room of Byers Cave (GA). In the
same month, both of the cavers climbed a 30-foot dome in
Pool Pit (GA). 
1973 - The Year of the First Technical Dome Climb

The use of big wall rock climbing techniques were first
implemented in the exploration of TAG caves by Don
Davison Jr. and Cheryl Jones in 1973. Both cavers were liv-
ing in Virginia but became TAG cavers by proxy. Don
Davison was both a rock climber and caver and began his
dome climbing career in TAG. Don wanted to make his own
mark in TAG caving history and chose climbing as the
means. Bill Torode provided a lead list of likely climbing
projects. From that list Don chose Ellison’s Cave as his first
project. In fact, Don had never performed any technical
climbing underground until he began the climb of the Siege
Wall from the Balcony of Fantastic Pit, Ellison’s Cave (GA). 

Don found dome climbing to be a challenge far different
from crag climbing - requiring considerable effort and sup-
port to even begin a climb. Once on the wall itself, he real-
ized that to climb required unusual endurance, strength, and
boldness under conditions most rock climbers would avoid!
These attributes appealed to him and dome climbing became
his chosen expertise in caving. Cheryl Jones, also a climber
and avid caver, became inseparable with Don. They later
married in 1978 to form a dynamic caving/climbing couple
that led to a legacy of firsts in climbing the domes of TAG in
the 70s.

Don successfully scaled the 80-foot tall Siege Wall in
Ellison’s Cave in December 1973 - after two separate trips
and a total of 5 days of climbing which began in November
1973. He hand drilled 23 bolts and used 1 sling to reach the
top. He had been plagued by broken studs on the bolt driver
and after drilling his fifteenth bolt, had to start over and
begin at his seventh bolt and climb in a different direction to
insure that he could reach the top. Don’s climbing paid off.
It led to the discovery of the Attic which would ultimately
yield 11,000 feet of surveyed cave, a deeper rig point for
Fantastic Pit at 586 feet (first descended by Cheryl Jones),
and a parallel pit complex into TAG Hall.

After success in Ellison’s Cave, Don Davison and
Cheryl Jones began a number of climbing projects in TAG.
These included climbs in Montague Cave (Al), Johnson’s
Crook Cave (GA), and Fern Cave (Al). Following a tip from
Bill Torode, Don and Cheryl began a dome climbing project
in Montague Cave in 1974. Don and Cheryl began climbing

the estimated 60-foot tall dome in July,
but retreated when a thunderstorm
increased the size of the waterfall to a
level of concern. Later explorers called
the dome Thunder Falls Dome. After
requiring two trips and 22 bolts, they
reached a ledge 72 feet above the floor
to find another waterfall to climb of
comparable height. They returned to
climb the second 60-foot waterfall in
3.5 hours. Don’s speed in hand drilling
18 bolts on an arching traverse of over-
hanging rock is astonishing. He rated
the difficulty of the climb at A2+.
Their climb bore fruit once again, find-
ing approximately 3,000 feet of pas-
sage. For some unknown reason, they
pulled their ropes down in A u g u s t
1974, leaving the survey and renewed
exploration to begin again 14 years
later.
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Don Davison and Cheryl Jones are all smiles in the Termination Dome, Ellisons Cave, Georgia.
(Photo by Smokey Caldwell)
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Their next project was the Mission Wall in Johnson
Crook Cave (Ga), which began in September 1974 and con-
sisted of a support crew manned by Al Arnold, Paul Arnold,
and Jim Jones. The Mission Wall is a wet dome that was esti-
mated to be 170 feet tall by the mappers. It took three trips
between September and October to climb the 131-foot tall
dome. Don reports that a 10-foot high passage was seen from
below. He finally reached the top after an agonizing climb.
Don failed to report in his article if the passage continued!
Don reported that it was his toughest challenge to date. He
rated the climb as A3+ and leaves behind another mystery
yet to be solved.

D o n ’s last climbing project of 1974 occurred in
November when he and Jim Jones began a technical climb
from Skull Ledge in Surprise Pit, Fern Cave (Al). In four
hours, Don placed a number of bolts and chocks to reach a
height of 59 feet. They returned in December 1974 and com-
pleted the climb to a height of 114 feet. He reported that there
was no passage at the top! Don rated the climb at 5.3 A2+. 

During the early winter of 1974, Jerry Reeves com-
pleted a solo dome climb of Davison’s Mission Wall route in
Johnson Crook Cave (GA). 
1975 — The Everest of TAG-Topless Dome

Don Davison and Cheryl Jones began climbing Topless
Dome in Tumbling Rock Cave (Al) in July 1975. It would
become a technical subterranean challenge that has yet to be
duplicated! The effort required 17 trips that included two 3-
day camps, the placement of 136 pieces of protection using
slings and chocks in addition to 98 bolts. Three falls
occurred during the climb including one which required the
extrication of Cheryl Jones. The summiting trip occurred in
August 1976. Don described Topless Dome as very difficult
to climb because following the weaknesses inherent in the
walls required a route that seemed to wander up the walls.
The route ran vertically through thick mud above the 170
foot level, then a diagonally traverse through the waterfall at
the 360 foot elevation, then 180 degrees to the opposite side
of the shaft and then 180 degrees back across the shaft by a
chimney. It is the longest underground route in the U.S. at
555 feet with pitches of 144 feet (A2), 188 feet (A4), 178
feet (A3), and 55 feet (Class 5), to reach the top of the King’s
Shower.

The first belay ledge (134’ Ledge) was reached at the
end of the second camp. The complex second pitch began in
July and ended at the Crows Nest in early August 1975. This
required ascending the ramping Gargoyle ledge to its end
and then climbing straight up the muddy wall on A4 protec-
tion consisting of bolts that held body weight only! Don
describes the wall as being so muddy that 1/2-foot blocks of
mud were carved from the walls by his trailing rope. His

carabiners were balls of mud that had to be removed from
the cave on two occasions for cleaning before the pitch was
finally completed. The pitch ended at the mud covered
Crows Nest 270 feet above the floor of the pit. The Crows
Nest is a narrow sloping corner only large enough for Cheryl
to sit in. 

In August, the third pitch began as a 45-degree diagonal
traverse to bypass a roof toward the King’s Shower on diffi -
cult A3 protection. It took 2 more trips in August/September
to reach the +360 foot elevation. In September, Cheryl fell
on rappel when an anchor pulled out while descending from
Gargoyle Ledge. Her injuries are severe enough to warrant
extrication rescue by the Huntsville Grotto Rescue Team. 
1976

Climbing was stopped in Tumbling Rock Cave until
July 1976. Don encountered rotten rock between +385 and
+390 feet and dropped down to +360 feet to pass under the
waterfall on A3 protection to the Looking Glass Window, an
obvious ledge opposite the waterfall. The Looking Glass
Window was reached on the third assault in August. It turned
out to be a partition between two pits. Cheryl wrote that
when the King’s Shower was raging, they used a shower cur-
tain to protect them from the spray. It took two strenuous
trips in September to clean the pitches of equipment. They
left a standing line from the Looking Glass Window. In
January 1978, Don completed a difficult final 55-foot pitch
consisting of a hard grade 5 chimney across to the top of the
pit to the waterfall. The dome was measured by electric
motor wire and a 1-ounce fishing weight to a depth of 396
feet from ceiling to floor. The dome has a flat ceiling mea-
suring 20 x 30 feet. The stream passage was pushed for 30
feet as a 9 to 10 inch high passage by Jim Jones, Cheryl, and
Don until it was too tight. In February 1978, they descended
two shafts on the other side of the Looking Glass Window.
They named the first pit Mushroom Forest (76 feet) which
led to Horse Tooth Pit (100 feet). They scrambled down to
the edge of a slit named the Magic Window as seen from the
134 foot Ledge. In July 1978, Don, David Jones, and Cheryl
derigged Topless Dome concluding a climbing odyssey.
1977

Only one climb was recorded in 1977. In February, Jim
Smith and Mark Stock completed a bolt climb in the bottom
of Kelly Ridge Cave (TN). They found a bypass to the sump
and added a few more feet of depth to the 558-foot deep cave
and 150 feet of length to Sump II.
1978

In October 1978, Mike Fischesser led a team consisting
of 16 Outward Bound rock climbing instructors to climb the
200+ foot high Snowball Dome, in Ellison’s Cave (GA).
When Mike began recruiting for the climb, the noncavers
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remarked, “Big wall climbing underground? Why that’s the
craziest thing I ever heard of!” On the 28th, Bob Box and Ian
Wade climbed 2 pitches of 40 and 60 feet consisting of direct
aid and chimneying. Ian and Mike climbed 100 feet on the
third pitch and dislodged large boulders. Concerned with the
objective hazards of more loose rock on the next pitch, they
called off the climb. The top waited for the next group.
1981

In 1981, Bob Jefferies made it his goal to be upward
bound and the top was his goal. In July, Bob led Paul
Bradley, Myles Conway, Clark Dailey, and Bob Magyar into
Ellison’s Cave and established a camp in the Gypsum Room.
The crew ascended 100 feet up the dome on Fischesser’s
fixed line. Lead was alternated between Magyar and Dailey
as a 100 foot long bolt/bat hook ladder drilled into the
smooth walls. After reaching a fissure in the ceiling, Bradley
chimneyed with no protection up 20 feet and rigged a rope.
Jefferies bolted the last 20 feet to establish the height of the
dome at 240 feet. As there was no interest in the dig at the
top, they left after four days underground.
1982

In 1982, Tumbling Rock Cave’s Topless Dome was
revisited in May by Central Connecticut Grotto members
Bob Jefferies, Clark Dailey, Mike Heintz, Dan Kowalski,
and Bob Magyar. Even though Topless Dome had been
topped out and explored, the crew rationalized that surface
climbers repeat climbing routes — why not underground
routes. The crew packed in 6 days of supplies for the assault
on Topless Dome. Jefferies began the climb by inadvertent-
ly paralleling Davison’s route for 60 feet before intersecting
his bolt ladder. He eventually reached the 134 foot Ledge
using Davison’s anchors. Dailey and Heintz alternated leads
using Davison’s anchors to the Gargoyle Ledge at the 170-
foot level. Jefferies and Kowalski had to create their own
route from the Gargoyle Ledge as mud had covered over
Davison’s bolts. They shifted their style from bat hooking
bolt holes to 1/4-inch bolts which slowed their progress
down significantly. After 10 hours of fighting mud so thick
that they were unable to distinguish the different types of
gear from each other, they retreated just as they were within
reach of the Crows Nest. Jefferies wrote that they gained an
appreciation for a considerable achievement accomplished
by Don and Cheryl, pioneers of the most advanced form of
vertical caving.

Also in 1982, a 17-foot bolt climb by Brad Neff and
David Parr yielded what would later be explored as 7.5+
miles of virgin cave in Nunley Mountain Cave (TN).
1983

The year 1983 started a new era in cave exploration in
TAG. The emphasis was on exploring wet, often miserable

multi-drop caves from the bottom up. This required a com-
bination of specialized equipment that included wet suits,
technical climbing techniques, and pyrotechnics to allow the
explorers to exact the full vertical extent of a cave. It began
as an active year for cave climbing in TAG with climbing
projects completed in Grassy Cove Cave (TN) and wet mul-
tiple dome climbs started in Gourdneck Cave (TN), and No
Business Blowing Cave (TN). 

In May, Bob Magyar, Dan Kowlaski, and Howard
Kalnitz camped in dry Grassy Cove Cave and climbed a 60-
foot high dome.

Later in the summer of 1983, climbers Bob Magyar and
Tom Oaks followed the success in Grassy Cove Cave with a
five day camp in Gourdneck Cave to assault the estimated
200 foot tall Terminal Dome. They climbed 80 feet drilling
1/4-inch bolts. Compelled by their progress and mysteries at
what lay at the top of Terminal Dome, Magyar and Gary
Moril returned Thanksgiving week for another 5 day camp
supported by TAG cavers. They succeeded in reaching a
height of 175 feet before retreating.

In October, an adventuresome and difficult exploration
began in No Business Blowing Cave (TN). The cave, with
600 feet of vertical potential, was begun by Jim Smith and
Mark Cartwright - a veteran Yosemite big wall climber. The
first dome was 41 feet high and was led by Mark - first by
free climbing then by following a crack on A3 protection. He
traversed across the top and onto the lip of the dome. A water
crawl led to an 18 foot wet free climb. Total emersion
prompted a return trip with wetsuits. 

The following weekend a 700-foot water crawl led to an
estimated 50-foot tall dome. Prepared to climb, Jim was
belayed by Frank Bogle across mud-coated, fragile chert
ledges 20 feet above the floor to an overhanging wall. It was
ascended by A3 aiding on bolts and slings to the top of the
42 foot tall dome. The 4th dome, the Siege Dome at 51 feet
tall, was climbed by Mark for the first 25 feet on A3 pitons
and by Jim across a blank wall on bolts to a series of precar-
ious A4 pitons. Within range of a ground fall at the top of the
dome, it was finished after 7 hours of climbing. 

Jim led the fifth dome climb of 21 feet in November up
a beautiful arching A2 knife blade crack. Beyond the wind
tubes an obstruction was blasted open to continue explo-
ration,. Exploration was resumed on August 1984 and two
more blasts were required to pass through two obstacles to
discover the 6th dome of 31 feet. Mark pushed the A2 climb
to reach the opening and squeeze into walking passage. 

Jim led the 7th dome climb of 30 feet aiding an A2
crack. Three more blast sites thwarted all effort to connect to
200 foot deep Wayne Did Well. Climbing and exploration
yielded 3,967 feet of passage and a cave height of 377 feet. 
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1984
In 1984, Bob Magyar and Neil Montgomery returned to

TAG in early summer to climb a 26-foot waterfall on the
right hand side of a sink in Alley Way Cave (TN). They dis-
covered 2,000 feet of large walking passage ending in a sand
crawl. Bob and Gary Morrill returned at the end of the sum-
mer to climb up 18 feet to an entrance on the left hand side
of the sink and found another half mile of walking passage.

In September, Jim Smith, Ed Holladay, Frank Bogle,
and Marion Smith crawled 3,700 feet to the 60+foot tall ter-
minus dome in Crowson’s Cave. Jim suffered an 8-foot fall
when a piton pulled out during the climb. The A2+ climb
was completed the next day by passing through a 2-foot
chert roof. The climb resulted in 1,500 feet of virgin cave
explored on two trips..

In December Mark Cartwright and Jim Smith climbed
the 30 foot tall Wet Dome in Ellison’s Cave (GA). A 50-foot
long route on A3 protection of knife blades and bat hooked
ledges reached a passage partially choked with breakdown.
A permanent rope was rigged.
1986

In 1986, Bob Magyar and Bob Jefferies set up a hanging
belay 165 feet off the floor of the Terminal Dome in
Gourdneck Cave (TN). A height of 185 feet was reached
which extended into the Pennington Shale. The shale contin-
ued to the ceiling level and the stream appeared to emerge
from a small bedding plane. A second dome, Hans Dome
was climbed by Bob Jefferies and Bob Magyar in Gourdneck
Cave. They were stopped at 35-45 feet by a mud/clay layer.
Also in 1986, Bob Magyar and Alan Cressler made a 12-foot
climb in Shake Rag Cave (TN).
1987

In October, Jim Smith and Ray Gregory began climbing
in Sherwood Spring Cave (TN). They pushed three low air
spaces and blasted through a flowstone constriction called
the Alfred Noble Extension. Anticipating a dome climb, thir-
ty pounds of climbing gear, 3 ropes, and explosives (standard
push equipment), were hauled into the cave by Ray, Jim, and
Jeff Dilcher. A 54-foot dome named the Chert Ladder was
climbed in two trips and topped out in November. The climb
required A3 aiding and 5.6 stemming on rotten chert to reach
the top. A 21-foot dome was bypassed by a tight crack which
led to a low stream crawl and a blast lead. In November, the
flowstone plug was blasted and over 1,000 feet of crawl led
to a 40-foot dome. This was followed by Gerald Moni, Jeff,
Ray and Jim traversing 3,000 feet of mostly crawl to the Lost
Friend Dome. Jim led the A1 climb which went to a series of
upclimbs to a 25 foot 5.7 climb. The final dome of 25 feet
was free climbed by Carl Anderson in June 1988. A combi-
nation of climbing and blasting led to the discovery of 3,816

feet of passage and a vertical extent of 414 feet.
Also in 1987, Jim Smith, Ray Gregory, and Jeff Dilcher

climbed a 20-foot dome below 15 and 71 foot pits in
Sherwood Rift Cave (TN). The climb provided access to a
narrow canyon that led to a 25-foot pit and 500 feet of cave
passage. 
1988

In July, Marion Smith, John Stembel, Wm Shrewsbury,
and Jim Smith hauled climbing gear through 5,500 feet of
crawl — 7,000 feet to the terminal dome in Shake Rag Cave
(TN). Starting at Bob Magyar’s route, Jim climbed 3 sepa-
rate pitches to a height of 70 feet. The pitches were rated A1,
A1, A3 and climbed separately to two major ledges. Due to
a clogged self-drill anchor, a return trip in August was made
to reach the lip. After setting a bolt, Jim was able to gain the
lip of the 73-foot tall dome. The stream passage ended in
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breakdown after 250 feet. In October, David Doyle, Marion
Smith and Jim returned to climb a parallel dome at Magyar’s
ledge. The dome climb connected above the 73-foot dome
via hazardous A2+ climbing. 

In September, Jim Smith and Pam Smith reclimbed the
78-foot tall first pitch of Thunderfalls Dome, in Montague
Cave (Al). In October, Jim returned with Mark Cartwright
and climbed a 2nd pitch of 56 feet that led to the discovery
of 7,000 feet of virgin cave and the survey of 9,000+ feet of
passage. The 275 foot tall Storm Shaft was also discovered.

The Storm Wall of the Storm Shaft was climbed in
November 1988 and June 1989. The Storm Wall was led by
Jim Smith, Mark Cartwright and Eddie Whittamore, begin-
ning 57 feet from the floor, the climb went up 160 feet from
a window to impassable chert ledges. 

Also in 1988, Bob Jefferies and Bob Magyar alternated
lead climbing in Lichen Home Cave (TN) in October. An 18-
foot climb followed by 18 feet of traverse was required to
reach the lip of the waterfall. A stream crawl passage ended
in breakdown after 100 feet.
1989

Climbing activities in 1989 were fairly limited. In
January, Jim Smith led a bolt and sling traverse across the
top of Goshen Hollow Fire Sucking Pit (Al). In April, Jerry
Reeves and David Lee climbed a 40-foot dome in Allen
Switch Cave (Al) and found 200 feet of passage. In June,
Jerry and Robert Crumley climbed a 58-foot dome in Stanley
Carden Cave (Al). They found 100 feet of cave at the top. 
1990

The year 1990 saw a flurry of activity. In January, Jerry
Reeves and David teal climbed 45 feet in Handline Hole
(AL). In June, Marion Smith and Robert Crumley belayed
Jerry Reeves up a 50-foot dome climb in Westside Story
Cave (Al).

Augusto Auler and Jim Smith began a dome climb start-
ed by Lin Guy in 1974 in McCallie Cave (Al). Lynn had
climbed 18 feet and quit. The 80 foot tall dome, known as the
Assault Dome, was led by Jim as 3 pitches, 25 feet (A1), 25
feet (A2), and diagonally 35 feet on A3 protection. A passage
was followed for 150 feet until it ended with no air flow.

In July, Ray Gregory supported by Raiden Leslie and
Marion O. Smith began the Upper McBrides Cave Project.
Ray did the lead climb on a 40-foot tall dome with an elec-
tric drill. At 32 feet, the drill ran out of power and the last
two bolts needed to reach the top were set by hand. More
than 2,500 feet of passage was discovered including a 70-
foot tall dome called Ray’s Reign Dome. During the second
weekend in August, Ray climbed the first 30 feet of the 70-
foot tall dome. During Labor Day weekend Chris Green and
John Stembel hand drilled bolts to extend the climb to 53

feet above the floor. In October and November, Chris and
John reached the top at 81 feet above the floor. The climb
extended the vertical extent of McBrides Cave to 513 feet.  

Jim Smith supported by Brian Smith, Frank Bogle,
Valerie Bogle, and Bill Howcroft, led a climb at the end of
the Mega Junction in Blue Spring Cave (TN). A 60-foot
diagonal rising aid traverse — 90 feet off the floor — was
completed into the 40 foot diameter borehole. The 5.3 A2+
climb consisted of 30 feet of free climbing on steep mud and
limestone to reach a ledge. More then 6,000 feet of passage
were mapped across the climb. 
1991

In April, Jerry Reeves climbed a 48 foot dome in Byers
Cave, Georgia, to find 1,000 feet of passage. He used 12
bolts and 2 pitons. He was supported by Sherry Dophin,
Nancy Long and Tammie Long.

During June, Bob Jefferies and Bob Magyar began
climbing the 125 foot tall, Grand Dome in Raccoon
Mountain Cave, Tennessee. They started the climb 55 feet
above the floor. Drilling 1/4 inch bolts and bat hooking bolt
holes, they climb up 45 feet before encountering bad rock.

Laura Campbell and Jim Smith began climbing
Subsolomon Cave (TN) in July. A 12-foot waterfall led to a
28-foot waterfall climb that had been previously climbed as
pulldown slings could be seen at the top. The wall was
climbed on 1/4-inch bolts, bat hooked bolt holes, and friends
on A2 pro to complete the climb. The second climb was only
8 foot tall and severely undercut. It was aided on a single bolt
which required Laura to hold Jim’s feet perpendicular to the
floor to gain enough purchase to pull over the lip of the
climb. The passage at the top led to a 40-foot dome. Jim las-
soed a stalagmite 15 feet off the floor on a shale ledge to
begin the climb of the dome. The next day, the siege of the
40-foot dome began by free climbing up a 15 foot tall flow-
stone protected with a single large hexcentric chock. A 10-
foot shale layer was bypassed by the flowstone to reach a
crack system in the limestone wall which was used to reach
the top. The climb was rated 5.6 A3 and led to 200 more feet
of passage to breakdown and a blast lead. 

In July, Laura and Jim returned to the breakdown and
blasted through to a squeeze and dug through a windless dig
that led through the breakdown into a large chamber. The
Hartselle shale was bypassed and 800 feet of crawl and 3 low
air spaces led to a 20-foot long dig in a side passage. After
the dig had been completed and a 20-foot dome was discov-
ered, Jim and Laura climbed the A1 route up the dome using
pitons, slings and a bolt. A 30-foot dome was discovered and
it was free climbed and aided (A2). In November, John
Stembel, Laura, and Jim, returned to explore 400 feet of
crawl at the top of the dome to find a 60 foot tall dome. The
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dome was finished by Laura and Jim by aiding (A2). The
climbing exploration ended at a bolt traverse to a passage
halfway up the 7th dome that ended in 50 feet. Dome climb-
ing yielded a vertical extent of 405 feet and 2,000 feet of vir-
gin passage.

In December, Chris Green, Steve Davis and Jim Smith
climbed the 40-foot tall dome in No Cave (Al). Jim led the
free climb (5.6). The passage at the top was not virgin and
had been free climbed, probably by Mark Stock! 
1992

In February, Jerry Reeves climbed 65 feet in Wheel Well
(AL). He was supported by Tim Pope, Robert Crumley, and
Shauna Mclennon.

In May, dome climbing began in Thanksgiving Horror
Hole (TN). Jim Smith and others bolt climbed a waterfall in
a major infeeder and reached a second dome climb of 40
feet. This was climbed in June. Supported by Andy Porter,
Alan Cressler, Marion Smith, Laura Campbell, Shana
Mclennon, and Heath Manny; Jim Smith led up a 40 foot wet
dome placing bolts, bat hooked bolt holes, slings and by las-
soing a stalagmite. The passage had to be hammered open to
explore 800 feet of passage.
1993

In May, Jeff Noffsinger (lead climber) and Tr e y
Caplenor (belayer) climbed a 30-foot wall into a passage in
Goffton Gill (TN). The climb consisted of hand drilling
bolts, pitons, slings and a friend to reach a ledge. The pas-
sage was finally reached after lassoing formations twice to
gain a ledge and the passage. Seven hundred feet of cave was
discovered.

Jim Smith began a solo dome climbing project in Geiger
Cave (Al) to climb the Big Dome on Torode’s map. The Big
Dome lead was accessed by 3,000 feet of mostly crawling
passage. The first climb was a 22-foot tall aid climb on hand
drilled 1/4 inch bolts and slings. The Big Dome lays 25 feet
from the climb and looked to be 80 feet tall. The next day a
Ryobi Gas Powered Pneumatic Rotory drill was hauled into
the cave in a dry bag and used for the first time by Jim in
dome climbing. The overhung walls were climbed up to 46
feet to the lip of a canyon passage. Another 41 foot dome
was climbed solo in August to find several hundred feet of
passage, a 13 foot dome to climb and a 20 foot pit to drop
with a deeper one below. The next day, Jack Thomison and
Jim climbed the 13 foot dome and found 800 feet of canyon
passage to the water route’s high point of 206 feet. The 20
foot pit was descended and was followed by a 77 foot pit. A
total of 1,158 feet of passage were discovered.

In Sandhill Cave (AL), Jerry Reeves claims to have per-
formed a solo climb of the 240 foot tall Mega Dome. He set
50 bolts and 8 pitons and a 30-foot cable ladder. In August,

in the same cave, he climbed the 45 foot tall Whistling Dome
using 18 bolts.
1994

In February, Jerry Reeves and Gene Reeves climbed a
53 foot dome in Ryan Mountain Cave (AL). 

Also during 1994, Kent Ballew bolted up the 68-foot tall
Ruby Falls (TN). He discovered that he was not the first per-
son to reach the passage at the top. On a later trip, Marion O.
Smith wrote that more than 500 feet of new passage was dis-
covered.

Chris Chestnut and Kent Ballew completed a 70-foot
bolt traverse across the top of Mystery Falls (TN), using a
Ryobi gas powered drill. No passage was discovered.

Marion O. Smith and Jim Smith climbed a 25-foot tall
dome in Wicked Splinter Entrance to Blowing Springs Cave
(TN). The climb required 3 pitons, 2 slings, and 3 bolts to
reach the top of the waterfall. Jim cut his finger to the bone
while driving in a piton. The passage ended in breakdown.

A new route up the Storm Shaft of Montague Cave was
climbed on October 1 and 22, November 5, and December
17. The Rebelay Wall climb began from a major ledge on the
opposite side of the Storm Shaft. The climb, lead by Jim
Smith and supported by John Stembel, Andy Porter and oth-
ers, consisted of 4 pitches with lengths of 100 feet, 70 feet to
a hanging belay, 40 feet and 40 feet for vertical extent of 216
feet to the top. The vertical extent of Montague Cave is 406
feet.
1995

Jim Smith, Andy Porter, Scott Fee, and John Adler, and
John Stembel began the climbing exploration of Russell
Cave (AL) in February 1995. Three domes were climbed,
two of which were originally free climbed by Bill Torode.
The first new climb was a 30-foot tall dome requiring 8
bolts. Two hundred and fifty feet of passage was discovered
to a drop back into the main canyon. A 21-foot and 34 free
climb, probably rated 5.9, were reclimbed using aid climb-
ing techniques. The top of the 21 footer was too tight to pass
through without aid climbing the wall for Jim. This allowed
access to the upper levels explored by Torode and the 100-
foot tall dome marked on his map. Later in February,
Marion O. Smith and Jim Smith hauled a gas powered
Ryobi pneumatic drill to begin climbing the 100-foot dome.
They began 30 feet from the floor on an unstable ledge. The
walls shook when drilled and the climb was aborted until
July when John Dorsey and Loften Carr belayed Jim as he
set six bolts under a flat ceiling to avoid the fractured walls.
The ceiling was passed and 8 bolts were set on an extreme-
ly overhanging wall to establish a rappel station beneath a
thin serrated flake called the Guillotine Wall — 20 feet long
and 30 feet high. Four gut wrenching hours were spent on
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overhung rock. 
A solo dome climb was completed in May 1995 by Jim

Smith in Indian Rock Cave (AL). The dome climb was self-
belayed using a soloist and 16 bolts were placed on the 55
foot long route. Two hundred feet of cave were explored. 

In July 1993, Andy Porter began a climb in Double
Flutted Pot (AL). He had previously recognized a steamy
layer 40 feet from the bottom of the 120-foot shaft. He
speculated, and correctly so, that the temperature inversion
occurred as the warm air was pulled into a passage at the top
of a parallel dome. Intrigued at the potential, he began to
climb the wall and hand drilled two bolts. Andy returned to
complete the climb in June 1995 with Ray Craig and Alan
Cressler. Six more bolts were drilled to reach a passage 32
feet from the floor. Subsequent exploration yielded three
pits of 52, 26, and 13 feet to reach a total depth of 230 feet.
Approximately 4,000 feet of passage were discovered. 

In July, Trey Caplinor, Mark Richardson, David Parr,
Bill Walter, Joel Buckner, Jason Wyatt, Bob Carver, and Jim
Smith began the Bat Mortuary Wall climb in Nunley
Mountain Cave. After a false start on a bad wall and plac-
ing 6 bolts, a second route was started up an overhanging
rotten wall 50 feet back from a sediment blockage. A pas-
sage at the top of the sediment wall was the goal. Jim drilled
six strenuous bolt placements on hollow sounding walls. In
September 1995, Mark, David, Gary Chambers, and Jim
returned to the climb. Jim set 14 bolts to near the top of the
trunk passage. In October 1995, Jim, David, Bob, Steven
Rodgers, Loften Carr, and Mark completed climbing the
Bat Mortuary Wall in Nunley Mountain Cave. Jim set six
bolts to gain height to the ceiling and 17 bolts on A2 pro-
tection for the traverse to reach the top of a sediment wall.
A total of 40 bolts were needed to finish the 70-foot tall
climb. A 40-foot pit was found and 300 feet of 90 foot high
by 30 foot wide passage was discovered to another climb of
60 feet. In November 1995, Marion O. Smith, Gary
Chambers and Jim Smith returned to climb the Broken
Wall. At 52 feet in height, the wall was climbed using 13
bolts. The trunk ended in 200 feet. 

In October, Andy Porter and Ray Craig began climbing
Jasons Waterfall Dome, Cemetery Pit (GA). Andy set 17
wedge anchor bolts with a Hilti electric drill. The climb
rated overall A2 was an angling traverse from a breakdown
slope. The climb was 40-foot in vertical extent, 75 feet long
and over 100 vertical feet from the floor of the dome room.
Andy took a fall when a bolt drilled in shale pulled result-
ing in a 10-foot fall. Unable to pass the shale he returned in
November 1995 and with Ray on belay, ingeniously
bypassed the shale by installing two 10-inch 3/8 inch lag
bolts. Unfortunately there was no continuation at the top of

the waterfall.
1996

During the Spring, Mark Lassiter and Jim Smith began
dome climbing in White Oak Blow Hole (TN). In May,
Mark and Jim alternated leads to hand drill 1/4 inch bolts
and bat hook bolt holes up a 34 foot dome with A2 protec-
tion. During the last weekend in May, Mark climbed a wet
overhung 8 foot climb. Several climb ups lead to a 30 foot
dome which Mark climbed in June with three bolts. The fol-
lowing day, Jim climbed a 15- foot dome which lead to a 60
foot dome. In August, the 65-foot dome was climbed by
Mark, Bob Ordiner, and Jim. The team alternated leads to
hand drill the 65 foot tall dome on A2 protection in 10 hours
to reach the high point at 439 feet. A total of 1,197 feet vir-
gin cave was discovered from the climbing efforts and
extended the cave’s length to 6,089 feet. During the
summer of 1996, Terry Christian and Tommy Thurman
started a new climbing route in Topless Dome of Tumbling
Rock Cave (AL) and reached the edge of Looking Glass
Ledge after the 8th climbing trip but did not reach the top.
The first part of the climb was bolted and free climbed then
each successive pitch required direct aid. 

In June, Jim Smith, David Dehart, and Jeff Dilcher
rigged Stolen Well (AL) and began climbing the Broken
Pillar Dome at the bottom of the 500-foot deep cave. Jim
drilled 16 bolts on the vertical, clean washed wall. A return
trip in July 1996, by Jim Smith and David Dehart finished
the 80 foot tall dome climb by setting seven more bolts. A
passage too small to fit through was discovered and there
was no air flow so the dome was derigged. The two man
team derigged the cave and hauled out 965 feet of rope, 25
pounds of climbing gear, a 12 pound drill, and two cave
packs in 3 hours.

In August, David Ek and Larry Johnson belayed Jim
Smith on a bolt traverse of twenty feet across the top of a 40
foot pit in pursuit of wind in Russell Cave. New passage
and two, twenty-foot pits were discovered. 

The Guillotine Wall climb of Russell Cave was revisit-
ed in August 1996 by Jeff Dilcher and Jim Smith. Jim tra-
versed to the right under the Guillotine flake for twenty feet
across a wall caked with six inches of sticky mud. Two
more bolts were set to climb upwards on clean rock. The
wall was back cleaned by the lead climber since Jeff did not
have etriers to make the traverse. The summiting trip
occurred in September 1996. Belayed by Andy Zellner and
Marion O. Smith, Jim set 16 bolts, 1 redirection, and two
rigging bolts to reach the top of the 124-foot tall Guillotine
Wall dome. Another dome was discovered and in October
1996, Marion, Don Morris, John Kern and David Dehart
provided support for Jim to climb a 36 foot tall dome. Nine
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bolts were drilled to reach an end to the vertical extent of
the cave at 335 feet above the Picnic Entrance.

In September, Easter Falls Dome in Nunley Mountain
Cave was climbed to a height of 60 feet by Jim Smith,
David Parr, Mark Richardson, and John Hoffelt. Jim drilled
seventeen bolts of A-1 protection for an 80-foot long route.
Breakdown at the top of the dome and no air flow prompt-
ed pulling the ropes down.

In October, Jim Smith, Chris Green and Sonja Perrine
began climbing the dome at the end of Walker Springs Cave
(TN). On severely overhanging rock, 8 bolts allowed a
height of 25 vertical feet to be gained. A three-bolt traverse
allowed access to a ledge. The ledge yielded no passage as
was suspected so up was the way on. 
1997

In January, Andy Porter, Ray and Anne Craig, and Alan
Cressler returned to Cemetery Pit (GA) to climb another
dome. Andy led up a shear smooth wall on aid (A1) to a
height of 80 feet using 17 bolts. The dome climb was
dubbed the “Bloody Thumb Climb.” They found 50 feet of
passage until it got too tight.

During February, David Dehart and Jim Smith returned
to Walker Springs Cave (TN). Jim lead the second pitch
using 4 bolts to a sloping ledge and bolted around a corner
to continue climbing straight up to a ledge. A total of 20
bolts were required for the climb. Jim, David and Don
Miller returned in late February 1997 to top out the climb at
130 feet. Jim set 9 bolts to reach the top and a sandstone
boulder plug. 

In May, Jim Smith (lead climber), Andy Porter, and
Andy Zellner, climbed a 20 foot dome in Sculpin Cave
(TN). 

In June, Jim Smith and Loften Carr did a 15-foot aid
traverse in Get’em Sparky Cave (AL).

In July, David Dehart, Brad Long and Jim Smith
climbed a 45 foot tall dome in Indian Cave (TN). It was
David’s first aid climb and he hand drilled the A1 route. In
August, Bill Steele and Jim Smith began a climbing project
in Bench Mark Spring Cave (AL). Jim led through three
overhanging chert ledges to climb a 32-foot tall dome with
three bolts (A1). One thousand feet of virgin cave led to a
100-foot tall dome. The next day, Jim climbed up 70 feet on
a steep wall on A1 protection to a ledge with a gas powered
drill. A tight crack was passed to a 21-foot dome climb. The
following day, the 21 foot dome was bolted to find a 17 foot
rappel and 500 feet of passage to an overhung shale climb
20 feet tall. Jim returned at the end of August and climbed
20 feet to bypass the Hartselle Shale. This leads to 700 feet
of passage and the high point at 345 feet and total length of
2,200 feet of new cave.

In August and October, lead climber Terry Christian
along with Tommy Thurman and Smokey Caldwell climbed
the 100 foot tall wet dome in the Stair Stepped Entrance to
Ellison’s Cave. In October,Terry, belayed by Marion Smith,
bolted across a flat ceiling for 30 feet to a passage that
ended in 50 feet.

Also in October, Andy Porter (lead climber), David
Cole (belayer) and Jim Smith began a bolt traverse across
the top of Haley Hole (AL). Andy and Ray Craig finished
the climb a few weeks later after traversing a narrow rift for
400 feet using a combination of aid and wide stemming on
belay.

In November, Dave Dehart and Brad Long began
climbing a 45-foot tall dome down 170 feet in Sweet Pot
(TN). Dave hand drilled 14 bolts in 5 hours to reach the top
and found 250 feet of passage to a 40-foot tall dome. They
returned with Leslie Weldon in November 1997, and
climbed a 33 foot high wall to a passage. It was first free
climbed for 18 feet and then 4 bolts were placed to gain a
tight passage. In December 1997, the three returned with
Terry Regan and climbed the other side of the dome to reach
the top of the waterfall. In fours hours of climbing, Dave
blistered his hands by hand drilling 14 bolts to reach the top
of the waterfall. He had to pass through a 2-3 foot roof to
reach the top. Exploration continues!
Cave Climbs without Dates

Sometime in the 1970s, Bill Torode and Tom Henly
climbed 140 foot tall Giant’s Dome in Montague Cave
(AL). Bill free climbed the dome to within one move from
the top and set one bolt to “French Free” to a ledge. 

Ray Gregory and Jeff Dilcher lead a 30-foot climb in
Anderson Springs Cave (GA).

Chris Kerr and others climbed a 60-foot high dome to
a new high point in Grassy Cove Cave, Tennessee at +367
feet.
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Introduction
The rocks of the Cumberland Plateau in the Sewanee

area record two profoundly different environmental settings
in Paleozoic time, and the Plateau marks a transition zone
from a mountain belt on the east to a stable continental set-

ting on the west (Figure 1). The present form of the Plateau,
with its high bluffs, unique hydrologic conditions, caves, and
other natural features represents a long period of weathering
and erosion. This paper addresses all these topics - the rocks,
their depositional environments, the regional context of the
Cumberland Plateau, and the development of the Plateau as
a distinctive landform. It also examines some of the ways in
which human settlement and land use have been affected by
the geology, and outlines evidence for the vanished plants
and animals that existed here long before the advent of
humans on the North American continent.

Regional and Local Setting
The most striking topographic aspects of the Plateau are

its elevation above the Highland Rim to the west, its steep
bluffs forming an escarpment at the top of the slope, and its
relatively horizontal upper surface. The topography of the
top is controlled by relatively resistant, slowly-weathering

sandstone and conglomerate layers; the systematic vertical
joints that cut the sandstone allow the bluffs to maintain their
near-vertical aspect as the overall slope retreats. The retreat
of the slopes, resulting in the areal shrinking of the Plateau,
is accomplished by the chemical weathering of the lime-

stones and other rocks, the mass
wasting of rocks and colluvium on
the slopes, differential erosion that
undermines the sandstone bluffs
and allows their collapse, and the
headward erosion of high-gradient
streams. The Plateau should be
viewed as a dynamic, ever-chang-
ing series of geological systems
that occur rapidly enough for us to
understand the major processes
and see irreversible change, yet
slowly enough to preserve, in set-
tings such as caves, evidence of
now-extinct Pleistocene animals.

The upper portion of the nearly horizontal sedimentary
rocks, ranging in elevation from about 1750 to 2039 feet in
the vicinity of Sewanee, is composed of clastic sedimentary
rocks that include shale, siltstone, sandstone, and conglom-
erate (Figure 3). Discontinuous coal seams are found near
the base of this sequence. These rocks of the Pennsylvanian
Period are almost exclusively non-marine, and represent a
wide range of depositional environments from deltaic to flu-
vial. The lower portion of the Plateau, which has weathered
to gentle slopes and benches, is made up of limestones,
dolomites, and shales. These rocks of Mississippian age rep-
resent depositional settings that include muddy shallow
marine shelves, higher energy shallow marine deposits, tidal
mudflats, and others (Figure 3).

Separating the two groups of rock is a disconformity
that represents a distinct erosional episode. Mississippian
rocks were eroded to form a gently undulating surface with
local topographic relief of up to 40 feet, and Pennsylvanian
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Figure 1. Map of the major physiographic provinces of central and eastern Tennessee
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rocks were deposited on this uneven surface. In places, the
disconformity is marked by a coarse, reddish conglomerate
that contains fragments of both Pennsylvanian and
Mississippian rocks and is stained by hematite.

The hydrology of the Plateau's slopes and upper surface
is complex (Crawford,1989). Perched aquifers above imper-
meable shales are common, and form many of the local
springs. Fractures and variation in porosity have controlled
much of the subsurface weathering of the carbonates, result-
ing in a great variety of forms in cave passageways. Erosion
of the rocks capping the plateau, and the deposition of these
sediments within the underlying caves, has produced an
interesting contrast of contemporary clastic sedimentary
environments set within passageways that have been dis-
solved in sediments of completely different origin. A similar
contrast in lithologies, although with a smaller difference in
ages than in these local deposits, is found in the Grand
Canyon, where clastic sediments of the Surprise Canyon for-
mation were deposited within the caves and karst system of
the Mississippian Redwall Formation (Billingsley and Beus,
1985).

An understanding of the geological context, or regional
setting of the Cumberland Plateau is essential to an appreci-
ation of its geological history. Immediately to the west lies
the Eastern Highland Rim (Figure 1), a broad shelf capped
by chert-bearing Mississippian rocks of the St. Louis
Limestone. The surface of the Highland Rim dips gently to

the east, away from the Nashville Dome that lies to the west.
The structural dome, with rocks dipping radially away from
the center, has been eroded to a topographic basin and has
the lowest elevation of any area described in this section.
Rocks of Ordovician age are exposed in the center of the
dome near Nashville and Murfreesboro, and rocks of
Silurian age are exposed in a discontinuous pattern in the
hilly area that forms the transition between the Highland
Rim and the Nashville Dome. Rocks of the Plateau once
extended over all of the Highland Rim and farther to the
west, but have been eroded away except for small outliers
such as Short Mountain. Short Mountain, 25 miles northwest
of the Plateau at the western edge of the Highland Rim, has
a stratigraphy identical to that of the Plateau and has been
separated from the larger landform by erosion. Bituminous
coals near the top of the Plateau could not have formed with-
out an overburden of at least several thousand feet, and sug-
gest that the Plateau has undergone significant vertical as
well as horizontal erosion.

The Cumberland Plateau is separated into two pieces by
the Sequatchie Valley (Figure 1), a straight and narrow land-
form that was created by weathering parallel to a thrust fault
(Figure 2). The fault in the Sequatchie Valley dips to the east.
It is eroded in the western half of the valley and reappears as
the Cumberland Overthrust in the Pennsylvanian rocks high
on the west side. 
The eastern half of the Cumberland Plateau, Walden's Ridge,

Geology of Sewanee ● Knoll/Potter

Figure 2. Generalized cross section from the Nashville Dome to the Blue Ridge. Vertical exaggeration of topography is approximately X8. Random line pat -
tern = Precambrian; unpatterned areas: = Cambrian through Devonian; diagonal lines = Mississippian; strippled pattern = Pennsylvanian; CO =
Cumberland Overthrust; CH = Chattanooga; WR = Walden Ridge; GSMT= Great Smoky Mountain Thrust.
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is bounded on the east by the Valley and Ridge Province, a
folded and faulted area of Paleozoic rocks that were
deformed in the Alleghanian Orogeny, the last of three oro-
genies that formed the Appalachian Mountains. Farther east
lies the Blue Ridge Province, consisting of Precambrian and
early Paleozoic rocks that were thrust over the largely
younger sediments of the adjacent Valley and Ridge. The
Precambrian rocks are metamorphic, and represent a variety
of burial depths and regional metamorphic conditions. They
were thrust eastward on the Great Smoky Mountain Thrust

(Figure 2) and other thrusts for a total of about 260 km in
Permian time (Cook and others, 1979). 

Thus, the Cumberland Plateau lies on the western mar-
gin of a major mountain belt. Its rocks are largely horizontal
and undeformed. Some of the thrusts and associated folds of
the Valley and Ridge Province do extend into the rocks of the
Plateau, and their local manifestations will be examined
briefly in this paper.

Geology of the Sewanee Area
Stratigraphy

The stratigraphy of the Cumberland Plateau in the vicin-
ity of Sewanee can be divided into two sections based upon
differences in both age and general lithology. The lower 700
feet of the Plateau are Mississippian in age and dominated by
carbonates with subordinate, interbedded shales. T h i s
sequence is unconformably overlain by a relatively more
resistant 150 - 230 feet of Pennsylvanian clastic rocks com-
prised of sandstone, shale, and conglomerate (Figure 3).
Lower Carbonate Sequence

The Mississippian section of the Plateau is composed of

the Monteagle Limestone, which is in turn overlain by the
Hartselle Formation, Bangor Limestone, and Pennington
Formation. 

The Monteagle Limestone (200 - 300 feet thick) is a
pale yellowish-brown, commonly bioclastic to oolitic lime-
stone. Brachiopod, echinoderm, and bryozoan grains are
ubiquitous. Basal portions of the formation are dolomitic and
contain beds of chert up to five feet in thickness (Moore,
1983). Greenish-gray shales occur locally and can be seen in
the walls of Wet Cave, just north of Sewanee at the base of

the Plateau (Figure 4). In this cave, the weath-
ering products of an exposed shale layer with-
in the Monteagle Limestone combine with
ground water to produce the celebrated mud of
the "mud room". Locally, paleokarst features
such as collapse breccia are found in the for-
mation. A particularly good exposure of such a
breccia may be viewed in the west wall of the
west-bound lane of Interstate 24, where the
interstate begins its way up Monteagle
Mountain from Chattanooga. The Monteagle
Limestone has been interpreted as a shallow
marine deposit of a carbonate platform or
ramp that generally sloped down to the west
(Handford, 1978; Lumsden and others, 1983;
Driese and others, 1994; Bergenback, 1995).
Driese and others (1994) have presented evi-
dence for a drop in sea level after deposition of

the Monteagle Limestone that led to subaerial exposure and
concommitant pedogenesis at the upper contact of the unit in
many locations in Tennessee.

The Hartselle Formation (10 - 100 feet thick) appears as
a light gray to yellowish-orange unit of great lithologic vari-
ety. Sandy shales, oolitic to bioclastic limestones, and cross-
bedded sandstones and siltstones are found throughout the
formation, with the latter being most common near the top
(Moore, 1983). The quartz-rich sandstones and siltstones
appear as a pronounced interruption within an otherwise car-
bonate-dominated sequence, and severely inhibit the down-
ward development of caverns which find their origins in
overlying units. The depositional setting of this formation is
not clear. Bergenback (1995) identified alternating lower
tidal flat and open shelf facies which he attributed to falling
and rising sea levels, respectively. Driese and others (1994),
however, hold that Hartselle clastics were deposited in a
wave-dominated delta that prograded southward across a
subaerially exposed carbonate ramp formed by the
Monteagle Limestone.

The Bangor Limestone (160 - 240 feet thick) is a pale

Geology of Sewanee ● Knoll/Potter

Figure 3. Generalized stratigraphic column for the Cumberland Plateau in the area around
Sewanee, Tennessee.
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yellowish-brown to light gray, bio-
clastic to oolitic limestone. The unit
is locally dolomitic and has a pro-
nounced petroliferous odor when
broken (Moore, 1983). Stylolites
are strongly developed in the for-
mation and may be observed in
numerous locations at Bridal Veil
Falls, just west of Morgan's Steep in
Sewanee (Figure 4). Ancient col-
lapse breccias, similar to those
mentioned above in the Monteagle
Limestone, may be seen in the walls
of Pinckney Branch, just down
stream of Bridal Veil Falls.
Bergenback and Lance (1992) con-
siders the Bangor Limestone to rep-
resent a low intertidal facies of a
westward-prograding tidal flat
complex.

The Pennington Formation
(190 - 350 feet thick) is character-
ized by interbedded limestones,
dolomites, and red and green shales. Oolitic limestones are
quite common, and bryozoans, echinoderms, gastropods,
and oncolites are well represented in the unit. Upper portions
of the unit show development of reddish paleosols in con-
junction with paleokarst (Caudill and others, 1992).
Interpretations of environments of deposition for the unit are
as varied as its lithology. Bergenback (1993) considers the
unit to be the result of deposition in a high intertidal, tidal
flat complex. In this model the Pennington and underlying
Bangor Limestone represent the upper and lower portions of
a prograding tidal flat complex, respectively (Bergenback
and Lance, 1992). In the Sewanee area the Pennington
Formation represents the last major phase of Mississippian
marine deposition. 
Disconformity

Subaerial exposure and subsequent erosion of the
Pennington Formation at the close of the Mississippian
Period created a disconformity in the Sewanee area that is
marked not only by paleosols and paleokarst but by topo-
graphic relief and a thin conglomerate. The local relief on the
disconformity is as much as 40 feet, and it commonly undu-
lates 3 feet or more. The reddish conglomerate on the weath-
ered Pennington surface ranges in thickness from less than
an inch in higher areas to more than 3 feet in troughs. Clasts
up to six inches are composed of fragments of Mississippian
and Pennsylvanian origin. 

The Mississippian-Pennsylvanian contact is interpreted
by Bergenback (1993) to be transitional in nearby exposures
along Interstate 24.
Upper Clastic Sequence

The Raccoon Mountain Formation (0 to 150 feet thick),
the oldest Pennsylvanian rock, is an olive- to dark-gray shale
and siltstone interbedded with light-gray sandstone. The
sandstone, which weathers orange-brown, is locally rich in
clay. Sands are thin- to medium-bedded, crossbedded and
rippled. In some locations the sandstone is dominant, and in
others the shale and siltstone dominate. Bon Air coals with
underclays are discontinuously exposed near the top, middle,
and bottom of the formation. Thickness of the coals ranges
from zero to a high of 34 inches, and is typically less than 16
inches (Moore, 1983). Impressions of Lepidodendron,
Calimites, and Sigillaria stems are common. Marine fossils
are absent in the immediate Sewanee area, but trilobites, bra-
chiopods, gastropods, and crinoids appear in a calcareous
sandstone exposed along the eastbound lane of Interstate 24,
about two miles southeast of Monteagle. This unit also con-
tains mudstone and coal intraclasts and lies approximately 3
feet above the upper Bon Air coal. Milici (1974) proposed a
marginal marine depositional environment for the Gizzard
Group (Raccoon Mountain Formation, Warren Point
Sandstone, and Signal Point Shale). More recent interpreta-
tions are of delta channel, levee, and overbank deposits in
the lower part of the formation (Bergenback, Fields, and
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Figure 4. Generalized map of the Sewanee, Tennessee vicinity. Ruled pattern indicates the slope of the
Cumberland Plateau. LE= Land’s End, DP= Dotson Point rockfall, AB= Armfield Bluff, WC= Wet Cave, GV=
Green’s View, SH= Shakerag Hollow, PP= PineyPoint, FC= Fowler Center, TS= Tremlett Spring, MS=
Morgan’s Steep, BV= Bridal Veil Falls, PB= Pinckney Branch, PH= Proctor’s Hall.
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Keith, 1992) and a meandering stream in the upper part
(Bergenback, Uren, and Wooten, 1992) near the type locali-
ty east of Sewanee, and marginal marine (tidal flats, bay-fill-
ing dark shales, tidal channels, and swamp deposits of coal
and siltstone) along Interstate 24 on the Cumberland Plateau
(Bergenback, 1993).

The Warren Point Sandstone (30 to 130 feet thick) is
light-gray (weathers yellow-brown), fine-to medium-
grained, and is thin- to very thick-bedded. Crossbed sets 3-6
feet thick are common, and the predominant dip direction is
southwest. Horizons of Lepidodendron, Calamites, and
Sigillaria stem impressions commonly occur at the base of
the formation along with a conglomerate. The plant-rich
horizons, which commonly contain coals up to an inch thick,
also occur higher in the section as subhorizontal surfaces or
in the shape of broad channels. The well-defined lower con-
tact with the Raccoon Mountain Formation or the
Pennington Formation is commonly a scoured surface in the
Sewanee area. The Warren Point Sandstone forms the
prominent bluff, and northwest- and northeast-trending ver-
tical joint sets control the shape of the bluff line. Isolated
blocks where partial joint separation has occurred include
Piney Point and Proctor's Hall (Figure 4). Fragments of the
Warren Point Sandstone form prominent blocks of colluvi-
um, including the lookout inside the Sewanee Gates on the
Cowan Road. Churnet and Bergenback(1986) interpret the
Warren Point as a braided river deposit, noting unimodal cur-
rent directions and the absence of marine fossils. Hurd and
Stapor (1997) also propose a braided fluvial system that was
part of an axial drainage parallel to the emerg i n g
Appalachians. The southwest flowing drainage was supplied
by northwest-flowing streams draining the mountains.

The Signal Point Shale (0 to 50 feet thick) is silty to
sandy, light- to medium-gray, and weathers to a white to

light-gray clay shale. Near the top it weathers to orange and
light-brown sandstone chips (Moore, 1983). It is poorly
exposed in the Sewanee area, and is found on the slope
above Proctor's Hall. Bergenback (1993) proposes that the
Signal Point Shale, along with the Sewanee Conglomerate
and Warren Point Sandstone, is part of a braided stream com-
plex. In this model the Signal Point Shale accumulated in
sloughs on a sandflat.

The Sewanee Conglomerate (up to 130 feet thick),
the oldest member of the Crab Orchard Group, is a white to
yellowish- gray to yellowish-brown and locally pale red
sandy conglomerate (Moore, 1983). Quartz content is com-
monly above 98 percent. Rounded quartz pebbles are up to 2
inches long, and intraclasts of gray shale, brown shale, and
siderite are up to 16 inches long. It is medium- to very thick-
bedded, and crossbeds are planar or trough- shaped. The
base is commonly rich in liesegang bands and is well
cemented with limonite. The formation locally forms most
of the bedrock surface on top of the Cumberland Plateau.
Paleocurrents show a strong southwest trend, but west,
south, and northwest paleocurrent indicators are also present.
Thin (1- 2 in.) shale horizons and thin coals (less than 1 in.)
are locally present. The formation was mined for glass sand
on the Franklin-Marion County line. This sand was then sent
to the Chattanooga Glass Company (Moore, 1983).
Chemical weathering has made the conglomerate friable and
relatively easy to mine. The depositional environment has
been interpreted as a marginal marine barrier sand (Milici,
1974) and more recently by Bergenback (1993) as a braided
river deposit. These deposits are interpreted by Archer and
Greb (1995) to be part of a southwest-flowing, Amazon-
scale drainage system that reached more than a thousand
miles from Canada to Arkansas.

The Whitwell Shale is a sandy, silty, and clay-rich, light-
olive to medium-gray shale in the lower half of the forma-
tion. The upper half is a fine- to medium-grained, thin-bed-
ded, crossbedded orange and red sandstone and shaly and
silty sandstone, interbedded with clayey shale and sandy
clay (Moore, 1983). The Richland Seam coals (up to 60 in.)
and the Sewanee Seam coals (up to 36 in.) occur discontinu-
ously near the base and middle, respectively. Outcrops of the
Whitwell Shale in the Sewanee Quadrangle are confined to
the area near St.Andrew's- Sewanee School and a structural
basin in the area of Day Lake, just east of Sewanee (Moore,
1983). The Whitwell Shale is considered by Churnet and
Bergenbeck (1986) to be floodplain and floodbasin deposits,
part of the large fluvial system comprising the other forma-
tions in the Gizzard and Crab Orchard Groups.
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Figure 5. Gregg Spring (1894), one of the many masonry impoundments of
springs found along the lower contact of the Sewanee Conglomerate. Such
springs defined the direction of growth of the town of Sewanee and
University of the South. (photo by Charles Watkins)
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Local Deformation of the Cumberland Plateau 
The rocks of the Cumberland Plateau are for the most

part undeformed. They were uplifted as part of an
epeirogenic event well after the last phases of folding and
faulting in the Valley and Ridge Province, and they dip gen-
tly away from the Nashville Dome (Wilson and Stearns,
1958), but they typically are close to horizontal and exhibit
undeformed sedimentary structures such as bedding and
cross bedding. In a few locations, the rocks are intensely
deformed, typically in zones where there is a high density of
thrust faults and minor folds in siltstones, shales, and thinly-
bedded sandstones.

These deformed zones are thought to be part of the larg-
er Cumberland Overthrust, described in more northern parts
of the Plateau by Wilson and Stearns (1958). The deforma-
tion is concentrated in a 150 foot-thick zone including the
Raccoon Mountain Formation and to a lesser extent the over-
lying Warren Point Sandstone. Excellent exposures are
found in the Fiery Gizzard area near Tracy City (Figure 1),
as well as in Mitchell Cove, Gaines Cove, and other nearby
coves overlooking the Battle Creek drainage and Interstate
24 on the eastern side of the Plateau (Jones, Potter, and Varn,
1997). The folds range from amplitudes of a few inches to
those affecting 30 to 40 feet of section (Uzzelle and Potter,
1997; Potter and West, 1996). Slickensided fault surfaces
that cut the folds and also occur between beds illustrate the
brittle response of the rocks within the overthrust.
Geometries of the folds and faults are relatively consistent,
and document a transport direction of approximately N 65 W
for the rocks overlying the overthrust. Much of the deforma-
tion occurs in coal seams and shales which form weak
decollement surfaces.

Deformation documented at the same stratigraphic level
on the Domain of the University of the South is more subtle,
and is commonly seen as small folds in the Bon Air coals in
Shakerag Hollow, east of Green's View (Figure 4). Farther
west on the Domain near Land's End (Figure 4) the Raccoon
Mountain Formation is absent, and no trace of the overthrust
has been found there.

More subtle local deformation is documented by tecton-
ic stylolites (Railsback and Andrews, 1995), insoluble
residues concentrated by dissolution of carbonates along
planes perpendicular to the greatest stress during the
Alleghenian orogeny in Permian time. These features are
located on the eastern side of the Plateau in the Pennington
Formation, Bangor Limestone, and St. Louis Limestone
along Interstate 24. The orientation of the stylolites is con-
sistent with that of the folds and faults already described
from the upper layers of the Plateau: all document a transport

direction of approximately N 50-65 W.

Sewanee Since the Ice Age
Etched into the ancient Paleozoic foundation of the

Cumberland Plateau are the marks of much younger geolog-
ic processes which in large part controlled, and were only in
small part controlled by, the land's most recent inhabitants.
Flora and Fauna

As the last Pleistocene ice sheets retreated north across
the Canadian Shield, the vicinity of Sewanee, like much of
Tennessee, supported changing floral and faunal communi-
ties. Very little evidence of these former inhabitants remains.
In 1944, University of the South Vice Chancellor and
Professor of Biology Edward McCrady entered Little Salt
River Cave near Gonce, Alabama. The cave wound its way
back into Franklin County, Tennessee where, behind a cur-
tain of stalactites, McCrady found a beautifully preserved
skeleton of the jaguar Panthera augusta (McCrady and oth-
ers, 1951). Related to the modern jaguar of Central America,
but outweighing it by about 200 pounds, this animal was the
most abundant Pleistocene carnivore found in Tennessee
(Corgan and Breitburg, 1996). Carbon 14 dating by acceler-
ator mass spectrometer (AMS) produced a date of 13,455 +/-
100 years before present (ybp). Years later a single tooth of
the American Mastodon, Mammut americanum, was found
by University of the South Biology professor Harry Yeatman
in stream gravels near Wet Cave (Figure 4). The tooth yield-
ed an AMS Carbon 14 date of 12,769 +/- 231 ybp. These
finds, although sparse, show components of a late
Pleistocene faunal assemblage consistent with other time-
equivalent assemblages in the state (Corgan and Breitburg,
1996). 

The floral contemporaries of these late Pleistocene ani-
mals were also different from those present on the Plateau
today. The retreating ice and concurrent climate change
caused a migration of many plant species. In spite of the
paucity of Pleistocene floral remains on the Plateau, the
reconstruction of forests from that time can proceed in part
by examining those remnant plant species that managed to
find refuge from a changing climate. Dark, mesic coves and
deep stream valleys on the flanks of the Plateau (such as
Fiery Gizzard) harbor representatives of plant groups that
have largely migrated northward or to higher elevations in
the Appalachians. These include Yellow Birch, Eastern
Hemlock, and Striped Maple.
Dotson Point and Champion Cove Rockfalls

The characteristic digitations of the Plateau, as seen in
map view, are the result of relatively recent uplift and ero-
sion. Deep incisions into the Plateau edges are the work of
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down-cutting by streams, dissolution of the underlying
Mississippian carbonate sequence by ground water, and
mass wasting events on the edge of the escarpment.

In any particular place, the escarpment of the
Cumberland Plateau is relatively stable for long periods of
time due to the resistant nature of the sandstone bluffs. When
the escarpment does retreat, it is usually by a dramatic col-
lapse of a section of bluff that may be hundreds of feet long
and tens of feet wide. Ancient examples of these rockfalls lie
scattered below the bluff along the upper slopes of the
Plateau, and two of the more recent falls, in Champion Cove
(1977) and near Dotson Point (1994) have been studied. The
Dotson Point rockfall (Figure 4) is located on the northwest-
facing slope of the Plateau about 1500 feet southwest of
Dotson Point (Henley and others, 1996) and occurred after a
30 year record rainfall over the preceding six months. About
118,000 cubic feet of Warren Point Sandstone fell in two
stages, perhaps separated by a few seconds. First, two large
joint-bounded blocks broke off the northeastern side and
overturned before coming to rest on the colluvium above the
Raccoon Mountain Formation. Two larger blocks, as well as
many smaller ones, then broke from the southwestern end of
the bluff and fell without being overturned. The impact
mobilized the colluvium and created fault-soled scarps 3-6
feet high as far as 60 feet downslope from the rockfall.
Blocks continued to move for 6-10 feet in the two years fol-
lowing the fall. This movement and jostling of blocks was
also observed by one of us (Knoll) shortly after the
Champion Cove rockfall of 1977.
Hydrology

The karst development in the lower portions of the
plateau in the Sewanee area has been described in detail by
Crawford (1979, 1980, 1989, 1992). Less well documented;
however, are the dynamics of ground water on top of the
Plateau. Discontinuous, seasonal aquifers found in surface
soils (0 to 17 feet thick; average thickness of approximately
4 feet) in the Sewanee area feed phreatic water to joints with-
in the underlying Sewanee Conglomerate. In certain areas,
this water moves downward where it encounters the rela-
tively impermeable Signal Point Shale, is displaced laterally,
and emanates from the base of the Sewanee Conglomerate as
a series of perennial springs (Ingram and Knoll, 1997). Dye
tracing studies indicate that ground water moves through the
Sewanee Conglomerate at a rate of approximately 80 feet per
day, likely along joints in the rock (Ingram and Knoll, 1997).
Although perennial springs on the Plateau top are relatively
rare, more than one dozen springs are found along an eleva-
tion of 1874 feet to the west of University and Tennessee
Avenues in Sewanee (Figure 4). These springs defined both

the Native American history of the area as well as the early
historical development of the town of Sewanee and the
University of the South. Some of the richest archaeological
sites on this portion of the Plateau lie within proximity to
these springs. One of the first recorded buildings in the area,
Rowe's Tavern, appears on an 1858 Plat of the University of
the South as having been constructed within a few feet of the
largest perennial spring, Tremlett Spring (Figure 4). This
tavern was situated on the main stage road between
Nashville and Chattanooga and coincides with the present
location of the Fowler Center (gymnasium/natatorium)
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 6. Shapard Tower of All Saints’Chapel. This structure is made pri -
marily of Warren Point Sandstone that was quarried from the Domain of the
University of the South.
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During the Civil War, as many as 15,000 troops of both
Confederate and Union armies alternately camped near the
springs (Pennington, 1950). A Federal soldier's letter reads:

"We are encamped upon the top of the
Cumberland Mountains.
The Second Brigade, on the site of the
grand Southern
University that was to have been, and
our brigade about one
and a quarter miles farther south.....Near
our quarters is a very large spring of the
clearest and finest water I ever drank."

Headquarters Third Brigade, Fourth
Division,
Fourteenth Corps, University Place,
Tennessee,
Friday, August 7, 1863  (Pennington,
1950)

After the Civil War, the University of the South and
town of Sewanee began to grow, with the first residences,
dormitories, and classroom buildings located in proximity to
Tremlett and other springs west of University Avenue.
Today, the oldest structures are clustered along this line of
perennial springs. The celebrated football team of 1899
always took two barrels of Tremlett Spring water with them
on road trips, as "it was calculated to offset dietary changes
and inactivity" (Chitty and Chitty, 1978). Masonry impound-
ments (Figure 5) are a testament to the importance of the
springs as a community water source. These springs, in con-
junction with water supply wells, were the main water
source for the town of Sewanee until the 1950s, when a
series of reservoir lakes was built. Lake Cheston, site of the
present National Speleological Society Convention camp-
ground, is one of fifteen such lakes constructed on the
Domain of the University of the South.
Quarrying and Building Stone at the University of the
South

The distinctive buildings and architecture of the
University of the South reflect a long tradition of Sewanee
stonemasons using local sandstone. The Warren Point
Sandstone, with its various hues of gray, yellow, and brown,
is an ideal building stone and the source for all of the stone
buildings on campus. St. Luke's, Thompson, Convocation,
and Walsh-Ellet Halls were all completed before 1900, and
the rock was quarried along the bluff under primitive condi-
tions. Local stone for a variety of other buildings, including
All-Saint's Chapel (Figure 6) and DuPont Library, continued

to be quarried, sawed, and shaped locally through the 1960s.
(Carl Reid, 1998, retired stonemason, personal communica-
tion). The freshly-quarried rock commonly has a reddish
color because of the hematite present in less than 1% of the
rock. Within a few decades, the hematite is hydrated and
becomes limonite, a yellow-brown mineral. These changes
are especially apparent in buildings where the rock is fresh-
ly cut at the time of construction. In buildings such as Gailor
Hall that are made of fieldstone, or "pick-up" stone, the
weathered, lichen-rich surfaces remain largely unchanged
after construction. The only "non-native" building, the
Bishop's Common, is made of rock quarried in Crossville,
Tennessee, but sawed in Sewanee.

The University is now quarrying the Warren Point
Sandstone in the vicinity of Armfield Bluff (Figure 4) in
preparation for a major new dining hall. This will be one of
the largest building projects ever undertaken on campus. 
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Interstate 24 East Towards Sewanee
The following features are noted on the approach to

Sewanee along Interstate 24 from the northwest as the inter -
state passes through the Central Basin and Highland Rim.
Mile markers are indicated on the roadside.
Mile 97 The hill on the south side of the interstate at

Beech Grove shows horizontal, shaly limestones
of the Ordovician Leipers-Catheys Formation.
Extensive vertical solution along the joints is
common. Caves developed in this formation near
this mile marker are less than 1,000 feet in length.
The top of the hill is capped by the Lower
Mississippian Fort Payne Formation, which is a
thick, carbonaceous chert formation. A very thin
portion of the Devonian Chattanooga Shale is
exposed beneath the Fort Payne. 

Earth Resources Technology Satellite
(ERTS) imagery of this area shows a lineament
(the Beech Grove lineament, a straight feature of
the earth’s surface) extending 18 miles to the
southwest. The lineament does not appear to be
related to faulting, but it may reflect a subsurface
solutional feature. 

Mile 99 The deep road cuts show the thin-bedded
Ordovician Leipers-Catheys Limestone overlying

the Bigby-Cannon Limestone. A small synclinal
fold is developed on the west end of the exposure.
In this area, caves developed in the Leipers-
Catheys range up to 3,000 feet in length, whereas
caves in the Bigby-Cannon are shorter, ranging
up to 215 in length. The vertical extent of these
caves is generally less than 50 feet, and pits are
uncommon, usually around 30 or 40 feet in depth. 

Mile 102 The interstate begins the ascent of the Highland
Rim escarpment. The Leipers-Catheys Formation
is exposed to the south, while Chattanooga Shale
and Fort Payne Formation are exposed to the
north. The Fort Payne Formation forms the
caprock of the Highland Rim.

Mile 108 For the next 20 miles, the interstate crosses the
Highland Rim through an area formerly known as
The Barrens. The Barrens was a treeless area
maintained by Indians through annual burning to
form grasslands for hunting. The reddish soil has
formed from weathering of the Mississippian St.
Louis Limestone. The escarpment of the
Cumberland Plateau can be seen in the distance.

Mile 124 The rocks exposed at road level show cherty
patches characteristic of the St. Louis Limestone.

Guide to the R oadside Geology of I-24
by John Hoffelt NSS 20058

The 1998 NSS Convention is being held in Sewanee, Franklin County,Tennessee. The major roadway leading to Sewanee
is Interstate 24. This route provides ample opportunities to observe geologic features and some examples of the classic karst
of the southeastern United States. This guide provides a log of roadside features that may be observed as one approaches
Sewanee. In cavernous areas, a brief description of area caves is provided. Wilson (1981) supplies a description of geologic
features along Interstate 24, as modified by Ogden (1989).

Sewanee lies within the Cumberland Plateau section of the Appalachian Plateaus physiographic province. The
Cumberland Plateau trends northeast-southwest and is a remnant of a more extensive plateau breached by erosion of the
Nashville Dome uplift to the west. A large anticlinal valley, known as the Sequatchie Valley, is developed along the eastern
edge of the plateau probably as a result of the mountain building processes to the east. Elevations on top of the plateau around
Sewanee average about 1900 feet above mean sea level. 

The Cumberland Plateau is capped by Pennsylvanian sandstones and conglomerates with some coal and shale. These
rocks lie mostly horizontal with a regional dip of about 2 degrees to the east (off the Nashville Dome). The clastic rocks are
underlain by Mississippian carbonates, predominately medium-bedded limestone with little sandstone, shale, and chert. Steep-
walled gorges and canyons form along the dissected escarpment of the plateau as the clastic caprock is eroded. Many of
Tennessee’s 7,000 plus recorded caves are formed in the Mississippian carbonates exposed along the dissected escarpment. 

To the east of the Cumberland Plateau, the rocks become folded and faulted in northeast-southwest trending bands of the
Valley and Ridge physiographic province. Rocks to the west of the Cumberland Plateau remain chiefly horizontal through the
Highland Rim and Central Basin sections of the Interior Low Plateaus physiographic province. Older rocks consisting of
Lower Mississippian carbonates, Devonian shale, and Ordovician carbonates are exposed in the Valley and Ridge, Highland
Rim, and Central Basin areas.



Mile 129 The interstate begins the ascent of the
Cumberland Plateau escarpment at Monteagle
Mountain. The Mississippian Monteagle
Limestone is exposed over the next mile. Caves
developed in this area in the Monteagle are fre-
quently more than 1,000 feet in length, and caves
over one mile are not uncommon. Pits are not
uncommon in this area, but they are less than 100
feet in depth. At mile 131, the Mississippian
Hartselle Formation (sandstone and limestone) is
exposed. Gunite, which is a mixture of water,
cement and sand, covers a wire mesh spread over
unstable, shaly beds in the Hartselle Formation.
The slightly darker beds of the Mississippian
Bangor Limestone are exposed over the next half
mile. Caves in this area in the Bangor generally
consist of horizontal caves a few hundred feet
long or pits less than 100 feet deep. The base of
the Mississippian Pennington Formation is near
mile 132. At the base of the Pennington are
maroon and greenish-gray shales that cause the
unit to be unstable and form frequent landslides.
Many of these shale zones are covered with
gunite. The top of the Pennington consists of
dolomite that weathers to a brownish cast due to
the iron content. Notice the waterfall cascading
out of Pennington Cave. There are three entrances
to this 800 foot-long cave. The unconformable
contact (erosional surface) between the
Mississippian and Pennsylvanian strata is
exposed at mile 133. The Raccoon Mountain
Formation and the Warren Point Sandstone are
exposed over the next half mile to the top of the
mountain.

Interstate 24 West Towards Sewanee
The following features are noted on the approach to

Sewanee along Interstate 24 from the Southeast as the inter -
state passes from the Valley and Ridge to the Cumberland
Plateau. Mile markers are indicated on the roadside.
Mile 185 Interstate 24 begins at its junction with Interstate

75. The roadway lies on flat land formed on the
floodplain of South Chickamauga Creek. The
rocks underlying the floodplain are Ordovician
limestones belonging to the Stones River Group.

Mile 184 The low hills are formed in dolomite of the upper
part of the Lower Ordovician Knox Group.

Mile 182 Missionary Ridge crests at this point. Missionary
Ridge is formed along a thrust fault in which the
Copper Ridge Dolomite member of the Knox
Group is thrust over the Stones River Group.

Mile 176 Along the Tennessee River, the Mississippian
Monteagle and St. Louis Limestones form a syn-
cline along the base of Lookout Mountain. Many
caves are scattered over Lookout Mountain. The
caves developed in the Monteagle include both
horizontal (one over 2 miles in length) and verti-
cal (one pit 281 feet in depth). The water gap to
the north divides Walden Ridge and Signal
Mountain on the north side of the river from
Raccoon Mountain on the south side. T h e
Tennessee Valley Authority operates a pumped-
storage facility on Raccoon Mountain where
water from the river is pumped 1,000 feet up to
the top of the mountain during periods of low
demand to form a 528 acre lake. During periods
of high demand, the lake is drained through
drilled shafts to turbines thus generating electric
power.

Mile 175 Lookout Valley is formed along an eroded anti-
cline. Just before the Browns Ferry exit, the
Devonian Chattanooga Shale is exposed to the
north, and the cherty, overlying Mississippian
Fort Payne Formation forms the tops of a series
of low hills.

Mile 172 The Silurian Rockwood Formation is exposed
along the west side of the interstate. On the east
side, is an excellent view of Lookout Mountain.
Cliffs of Pennsylvanian Warren Point Sandstone
and Sewanee Conglomerate are visible near the
top. The castle-like structure on top is the admin-
istrative building of Covenant College. The large
quarry on the west side at mile 171 is in the
Monteagle Limestone. The Rockwood
Formation is exposed at road level and contains
thin beds of oolitic (round sand-size grains)
hematite (diiron trioxide). The interstate enters
Georgia at mile 171.

Mile 169 The Upper Ordovician Shellmound Formation is
exposed along the entrance ramps where the for-
mation beds are slightly deformed. A small quar-
ry where the service station is located contains
the upper part of the Ordovician Inman
Formation Leipers Limestone and lower part of
the Shellmound Formation.

Mile 168 The next mile contains exposures of the
Shellmound Formation with the Ordovician
Fernvale Member. The Shellmound contains thin
seams of hematite and chamosite (hydrous iron).

Mile 167 There is a Shellmound-Rockwood contact to the
west just before the junction of Interstates 24 and
59. Limestone exposed to the south belongs to
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the Mississippian Warsaw Formation. Next to the
overpass are exposures of dipping Fort Payne
Formation overlying the Chattanooga Shale. The
interstate enters Tennessee at mile 167.

Mile 166 The maroon shales of the Mississippian
Pennington Formation are intermittently exposed
along the roadway. Just before mile 163, the road
crosses the axis of the Walden Ridge syncline. A
large scar on the east side of the interstate at mile
163 is the result of a slide in the unstable shales
of the Pennington Formation. The Mississippian
Bangor Limestone is exposed at the base of the
ridge just before mile 162.

Mile 161 Coal strip mine scars are visible on the slope of
Raccoon Mountain to the north and on Sand
Mountain to the south. The remains of Hales Bar
Dam stretch across Nickajack Lake. The dam
was removed in 1963 due to excessive leakage.
Nickajack Dam, located 4 miles downstream,
was completed in 1968. The new dam flooded
Nickajack Cave, which had one of the largest
entrances in the Southeast. The cave extended
beneath the Tennessee-Alabama state line. A
large colony of gray bats currently inhabit the
air-filled portion of the cave.

Mile 158 The exit ramp roadcut contains the contact (near
road level) between the Monteagle Limestone
and the St. Louis Limestone.

Mile 157 This hogback, Anderson Ridge, is composed of
the Fort Payne Formation; the Chattanooga Shale
occurs at the base of the ridge. The low hills
before mile 156 are composed of cherty residu-
um from the Knox Group, which also forms the
prominent ridge running down the center of the
Sequatchie Valley. At mile 156, the interstate
enters the Sequatchie Valley. The west side of the
valley is broken by the Sequatchie Valley Thrust
Fault where Upper Ordovician limestones are
thrust over the Monteagle Limestone. Most of
the caves in this area are developed either in the
Bangor or Monteagle Limestones. Horizontal
caves are generally a few hundred feet long;
however, one cave approaches 3 miles in length.
Many pits are developed, several approaching
100 feet in depth. Also at this point, the interstate
crosses the boundary between the Valley and
Ridge and the Cumberland Plateau.

Mile 152 This exit leads to Russell Cave National
Monument near Bridgeport, Alabama. The cave,
developed in the Monteagle Limestone, contains
an archeological record of 9,000 years of contin-

uous human occupation.
Over the next 12 miles, the interstate traverses
the Battle Creek valley. Many caves (numbering
in the hundreds) are developed in the coves dis-
secting the Cumberland Plateau escarpment.
Some caves are visible along the roadway. Cedar
Ridge Crystal Caverns, developed 30 feet above
the interstate in the St. Louis Limestone, at mile
145.5 is known for its many stalactites and
columns. Martin Springs Cave, also in the St.
Louis at the base of the bluff on the right at mile
141.25, is a 550 foot-long spring cave. On the
right at Exit 143, Can Do Cave, a 250-foot long
spring cave, is developed in the St. Louis
Limestone.

Mile 140 Several caves are located along the roadside as
the interstate ascends Monteagle Mountain. At
the separation of the east and westbound lanes, a
quarry cuts across the contact between the
Monteagle and St. Louis Limestones. The bed-
ding shows the effects of solution and collapse.
Cave Cove Cut Cave (on the left and 55 feet
long) and Drafy Cut Cave (on the right and 100
feet long) are developed in the Monteagle. The
Mississippian Hartselle Formation is exposed at
mile 139, and the Bangor Limestone is exposed
over the next mile. Snotto Grotto (on the left and
200 feet long) is in the Bangor. Overlying the
Bangor are a series of maroon and greenish-gray
shales interbedded with limestone and dolomite
of the Pennington Formation. Some of the shale
beds are covered with a thin film of sand and
concrete called gunite to minimize erosion and
the potential for landslide. Just past mile 138, the
interstate crosses the unconformable contact
between the Mississippian and Pennsylvanian
units. A short distance farther, there is a cut in the
Pennsylvanian Warren Point Sandstone with
high-angle crossbedding and very thick channel
fills. The top of the Cumberland Plateau at mile
135 is underlain by Pennsylvanian Sewanee
Conglomerate.
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MILEAGE DESCRIPTIONS
0.0 Begin the driving tour at the Fowler Center on the

main campus of the University of the South. Turn
left on University Avenue at the triangle. (In 1858,
a map of the University showed only three buildings
present at the site of the Fowler Center.)

0.1 Historical marker on left talks about the original
Corner Stone of the University.

0.2 Left on Greens View Road.
0.7 Pavement ends and a gravel road continues.
0.9 Greens Vi e w. (Looking north/northwest is the

Highland Rim. The Highland Rim is a broad plain
developed on resistant Mississippian age Warsaw
Limestone and Ft. Payne Chert. Shake Rag Hollow
is to the right and Running Knob Hollow is on the
left. There is also a good view of the Cumberland
Plateau. The upper 1/3 is composed of
Pennsylvanian sandstones and shales. The cliff
forming Warren Point Sandstone is the source rock
for the University’s buildings. The lower 2/3 is
composed of cave forming limestones of
Mississippian age. The overlook is 1,000 feet above
the valley floor.) Return to University Avenue via
Green View Road.

1.6 Right on University Avenue (head back through
campus).

2.0 On the left is All Saints Chapel. The history of the
University is recorded in the stained glass windows.
It is constructed of Warren Point Sandstone quarried

on campus. Next door is the new dinning hall also
being constructed of Warren Point Sandstone quar-
ried on campus.

2.7 On the right is the only ATM in town (Regions
Bank).

2.8 Right on U.S. 41A(north).
3.2 Tennessee Highway 56 goes left (continue straight).
3.7 Drop off the Cumberland Plateau. The Warren Point

Sandstone is exposed in the road-cut on the right.
4.0 Good view of Hawkins Cove to the right.
4.3 Stone gates (University Domain Boundary)and a

large colluvial boulder of Warren Point Sandstone,
on the right.

5.5 Mississippian age Pennington Formation and
Bangor Limestone contact exposed on the left. Cave
entrance development is concentrated in this zone.
Almost all of TAG’s deep multi-drop caves have
their upper entrances at this contact.

5.8 Small, abandoned Bangor Limestone quarry, on left.
6.3 Exposures of Monteagle Limestone (Type locality is

Monteagle, Tennessee), on the left.
6.6 Bottom of Cumberland Plateau escarpment and the

beginning of the Highland Rim (Hawkins Cove).
7.9 On the left is the Cowan Quarry developed in the

Monteagle Limestone. Aggregate is used in the con-
struction of Highway U.S. 64.

8.3 Cowan, Tennessee city limits.
9.2 Cross railroad. Railroad Museum on the left. Also,

to the left, this railroad enters a mile long tunnel

Road Log for Self-Guided
Geology Field Trip

National Speleological Society Convention 1998
Sewanee, Tennessee

by Alan Cressler NSS 24392 and Martin Knoll

This driving field trip is intended to give the user an overview of the geology related to the Cumberland Plateau,
Highland Rim, and Valley and Ridge physiographic provinces around Sewanee, Tennessee. For a better understanding of
stratigraphy, refer to figure 2 in “Geology of the Sewanee Area” by Martin Knoll and Brian Potter, located elsewhere in this
guidebook. Mileages were calculated using the odometer of a 1996 Ford Van and; therefore, may not reflect actual distances
of smaller or larger vehicles. References are frequently given for points of interest. Remember: Quarry visits were pre-
arranged for the pre-convention geology field trip and are not normally open to the public. Viewing can be performed
from outside the gates. The road log begins at the Fowler Center on the main campus of the University of the South, in
Sewanee, Tennessee.



through the mountain.
10.1 Leave Cowan, Tennessee.
11.5 Winchester, Tennessee city limits.
12.8 Left on U.S. 64 (west) on a by-pass around

Winchester.
15.4 On both sides of the highway are level plains devel-

oped on Mississippian age Ft. Payne Chert. Not
much rock is exposed except for chert residuum in
the fields.

16.5 Highway grades from 4-lane to 2-lane.
17.5 Leave Winchester, Tennessee, still on U.S. 64.
19.0 The Cumberland Plateau is still visible on the left

about 2 miles in distance.
20.0 Mingo Swamp, on right. It is a large natural wetland

perched on the Ft. Payne Chert.
20.5 Belvidere, Tennessee city limits.
21.3 Leave Belvidere, Tennessee.
22.8 Swiss Pantry, on the right, is within a larg e

Mennonite community.
25.3 Old Salem, Tennessee.
25.6 Right on Salem-Lexie Road. There are two histori-

cal markers on the right at the intersection. Follow
the signs to Falls Mill.

26.8 Left on Falls Mill Road (gravel). The turn is just
before the bridge over Factory Branch.

26.9 Left into a gravel parking lot for Falls Mill. Falls
Mill was built in 1873 and is still active. It is a pri-
vately owned State recognized historic site. Hours
of operation are Mon-Sat 9:00-4:00 central time and
Sun 12:30-4:00. Admission is $3 adults, $2 senior
citizens, and $1 children. Closed Wednesdays. Falls
Mill is located on Factory Branch and the contact
between the Highland Rim and Central Basin phys-
iographic provinces. The cliffs exposed near the
waterfall and in the small gorge are composed of
Mississippian age Ft. Payne Chert. Close inspection
will reveal a high chert content but some carbonate
is also present. Across the stream and below the
waterfall is a small spring cave entrance. The red-
dish/black shale exposed in the streambed is
Devonian age Chattanooga Shale. It is a resistant
layer of petroliferous shale that developed in an
anoxic shallow sea.

Return to Sewanee via the same route. (right on Salem-Lexie
Road, left on U.S 64 to Winchester, use the U.S. 64 by-pass
and right on U.S. 41A south).

47.3 Start up Cumberland Plateau escarpment.
50.2 Top of Cumberland Plateau.
50.6 Right on Tennessee Highway 56 (south towards

Sherwood).
53.0 Left on Natural Bridge Road. Follow signs to

Sewanee Natural Bridge.
53.4 Left at Stone Gate.
53.6 Parking lot. Follow the trail 150 feet downhill to the

Natural Bridge. It is developed in the Warren Point
Sandstone. (WATCH YOUR STEP W H E N
CROSSING THE BRIDGE) The bridge is 130 feet
long and 18 feet high. There are a couple of small
springs in rock shelters below the bridge. Natural
bridge formation is rare in Tennessee. The view to
the east is over Lost Cove which is a large sinking
valley. Water in this valley sinks in a large swallet
and reappears as a large spring issuing from Buggy
Top Cave. Retrace back to Highway 56.

54.2 Left on Highway 56.
55.6 Drop off plateau top and into the Crow Creek

Valley.
55.9 Site of persistent land-slides that disrupt the road

bed.
56.3 On the left is a good exposure of Mississippian age

Pennington Formation. It contains abundant
crinoids.

57.5 On the left is an exposure of dolomitic layers in the
Pennington Formation. The contact between the
Pennington Formation and the Bangor Limestone is
just below.

58.5 On the left is the parking area for Carter Caves State
Natural Area. There is a two-mile hike to Buggy
Top Cave which is the spring resurgence to Lost
Cove. There is a 140 foot high head wall above the
cave, developed in the Monteagle Limestone.

60.2 Bottom of the plateau escarpment.
60.6 Cross over Crow Creek.
61.7 Enter Sherwood, Tennessee. There is a large con-

centration of deep multi-drop caves in this area of
the Crow Creek Valley. Some are in excess of 500
feet deep. The railroad on the right side of the road
comes out of the Cowan Tunnel.

61.8 On the left is an old cement works and underground
limestone mine on the hill behind the buildings. 

62.6 On the left is a large spring issuing from the base of
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an outcrop of Mississippian age St. Louis
Limestone. The spring is the confirmed resurgence
to a deep multi-drop cave named Youngs Creek
Blow Hole.

65.3 On the left is a large spring (Garner Spring) that is
the confirmed resurgence to a deep multi-drop cave
named Wilkson Hollow Horror Hole.

68.5 Cross railroad tracks. On the right is Franklin
Industrial Minerals, Anderson Plant. It is a room
and pillar mine reported to have around 20 miles of
tunnel. The mine bisected a deep multi-drop cave
named Deep Thrust. The last drop is a 147 feet pit
into a tunnel. A single layer of Monteagle
Limestone is mined for supplement grade calcium
and lime for tortilla making.

68.6 Alabama State Line. Tennessee Highway 56
becomes Alabama Highway 117.

70.4 Continue left on Alabama Highway 117. T h e
Sinking Cove Road continues straight into Little
Crow Creek Valley. Sinking Cove is a large sinking
valley.

71.1 Cross over Little Crow Creek.
71.2 On the right is a small exposure of Mississippian

age St. Louis Limestone in the road cut. Notice the
high percentage of chert.

73.3 Cross over Crow Creek. U.S Geological Survey
stream gage station on the right side of the bridge.

73.6 Cross Railroad tracks.
76.5 On the right is an old catfish farm converted to a

waterfowl hunting area by a private landowner.
77.1 On the left is the confirmed resurgence to a cave

named Doran Cove Cave. (Because of a 5% region-
al dip of the plateau beds towards the east and the
Sequatchie thrust fault, vertical cave depth potential
becomes less towards the Tennessee River Valley.)

78.2 Stevenson, Alabama city limits.
80.6 Downtown Stevenson and on the right is the

Historic Train Depot and Museum.
80.7 Right at blinking stop light and cross railroad tracks.
80.8 Left at traffic light on Second Street. (To the right is

the Tennessee River Valley. Outcrops of Ordovician
age Limestones and residuum are common in the
valley. To the far right is Sand Mountain which is
controlled by a large gentle syncline. Sand
Mountain is composed of the Cumberland Plateau
sequence.)

82.4 Left on Jackson County 75 and follow signs to
Russell Cave National Monument.

82.6 Cross railroad tracks.

84.9 To the right is TVA’s Widows Creek Fossil Fuel
Steam Plant. The smoke stacks are visible.

87.1 Left on Doran Cove-Ridley Road. Four miles to
Russell Cave.

88.9 On the left is Montague Mountain. It contains a
large complex of caves. Widows Spring, Montague
Cave, and Russell Cave are all hydrologically con-
nected. Water from the valley in front of you drains
through the caves. The total length of cave passage
is around 10 miles.

90.9 Left into Russell Cave National Monument.
91.2 Parking lot, Visitors Center, and Museum. There is

an easy 1/4 mile long paved trail to the cave
entrance. There is 9,000 years of recorded human
existence in Russell Cave. The entrance to the cave
is developed in the Monteagle Limestone and is a
large swallet that captures a surface stream. The sur-
face stream only flows after rain events and is
responsible for large amounts of garbage and trash
that enters the cave system. In the shelter, notice the
large ceiling bolts that make the cave safe for visi-
tors!!

Return to Doran Cove-Ridley Road. Take a right and travel
4- miles back to Jackson County 75.

95.3 Left on Jackson County 75.
95.6 Left on Jackson County 74.
96.1 On the left is a limestone quarry developed in the

Bangor Limestone. It was recently reactivated and
the aggregate used for road construction.

99.1 Continue straight at the cross-road.
100.2 Enter Tennessee. On the left is a view of the Richard

City Quarry. The road becomes Cedar Avenue.
100.6 Left on Nineteenth Street. Follow the Vu l c a n

Materials Company sign.
100.9 Continue straight at the 4-way stop to the Vulcan

Materials Company gate. (Only a guided tour, pre-
arranged for the NSS Convention will be
allowed). It is possible, from the gate, to view the
sequence of Mississippian age cave forming lime-
stones. The highest unit is the Pennington
Formation followed by the Bangor Limestone. The
Hartselle Formation forms the lowest level of the
visible quarry. There is a pit to the right (not visible)
that extends into the Monteagle Limestone. That pit
extends below the valley floor and has to be dewa-
tered. Also visible in the high wall is a cave segment
intersected by the quarry. Return to Cedar Avenue.
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101.6 Left on Cedar Avenue and continue north into South
Pittsburg, Tennessee.

103.3 Downtown South Pittsburg, Tennessee.
103.8 Junction with U.S. 72. Continue north on 4-lane. To

the right is a suspension bridge over the Tennessee
River.

104.5 On the left is an exposure of Bangor Limestone.
105.3 Cross over Battle Creek. The Battle Creek Valley, to

the left, is a major incision into the Cumberland
Plateau. There are hundreds of known caves in the
valley.

105.5 Cross under Interstate 24 and into Kimball,
Tennessee. You are entering the Sequatchie Valley.
It is an eroded anticline which has created a valley.
Mississippian and Pennsylvanian age rocks are
exposed on both east and west flanks. Rocks of
Devonian, Silurian, and Ordovician age are exposed
in the valley.

108.6 On the left, up high, are some large exposures of the
Warren Point Sandstone. Below the bluffs is the
Bon Aire coal bed. It is associated with the Raccoon
Mountain Formation which is the lowest
Pennsylvanian age unit.

110.2 Enter Jasper, Tennessee. Continue north on Main
Street.

111.3 Left on Tennessee Highway 28 (north).
112.2 On the left is a large limestone quarry developed in

the Bangor Limestone. On the west side of the val-
ley, the Mississippian limestones begin to disappear
northward due to the north plunging anticlinal
structure of the valley and effects of thrust faulting
with in the anticlines western side.

114.5 Cross the Little Sequatchie River. It issues from the
large valley to the right (west). Large spring caves
are associated with the valley.

117.2 To the left are exposures of the Gizzard Group and
Crab Orchard Mountains Group (from Raccoon
Mountain Formation at the base to the Rockcastle
Conglomerate on top.

120.8 Continue straight at red light and intersection with
Tennessee Highway 283.

121.3 Enter Whitwell, Tennessee. (type locality for
Whitwell Shale).

123.0 Leave Whitwell, Tennessee.
125.6 Good view of both sides of the Sequatchie Valley.
134.0 Quarry on left (west) developed in the Pennington

Formation.
134.5 Enter Dunlap, Tennessee.
135.4 Left on U.S. 127 (north) at red light.

136.2 Downtown Dunlap, Tennessee. Left on Cherry St. at
red light. Follow signs to Dunlap Coke Ovens.

136.7 Right on Third Avenue. Follow sign to Coke Ovens.
136.8 Left on Hickory St.
136.8 Right on Mountain View St.
137.1 Coke Ovens Park. Museum and display closed in

w i n t e r. Special tours 423-949-3483. Partially
restored coke ovens in back of museum and hiking
trail follows old incline railroad bed to loading areas
and old mine entrances (VERY DANGEROUS,
DO NOT ENTER MINES). The trail is very steep
and climbs over 1,000 feet. Old movie set of
Cumberland Coal Company mine in front of muse-
um. Return to downtown Dunlap, follow signs.

138.2 Left on U.S. 127 at red light in downtown Dunlap.
140.0 Left on Tennessee Highway 8/111 at light. View to

the right (east) is the new road cut of Tennessee
Highway 111 up Walden Ridge. (Good views of the
valley from a road side park near the top-side trip).

141.2 Start up Cumberland Plateau in the Little Brush
Creek stream valley.

142.2 Small exposure of fossiliferous carbonate in the
road cut on the right. Most likely Pennington
Formation.

142.4 Deformed sandstone and shale of the Raccoon
Mountain Formation in the road cut on the right.

143.0 Warren Point Sandstone and Raccoon Mountain
Formation in the road cut on the right.

143.2 Pull off at waterfall (mostly dry in the summer).
Warren Point Sandstone (top) and Raccoon
Mountain Formation (lower) exposed behind water-
fall. Two normal faults exposed in the Raccoon
Mountain Formation.

143.6 Faulted zone in road cut on the right.
143.8 Coal seam exposed in road cut on the right.
144.8 Good crossbeds in sandstone in the road cut on both

sides of the road.
145.2 Top of the plateau.
149.3 Exposures of Pennsylvanian Crab Orchard

Mountain Group in road cuts on both sides of the
road.

152.6 The view on the right is a reclaimed area of the
Skyline Coal Company. The Skyline Coal Company
in one of the largest coal operations in Tennessee.
(ONLY A PREARRANGED GUIDED TRIP IS
ALLOWED).

153.8 Enter Van Buren County, Tennessee.
156.1 Old strip mine in the ravine on the right.
159.7 Right on Tennessee Highway 284 (east). There is a
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sign for the south entrance to Fall Creek Falls State
Park.

160.8 Left at stop sign, continue east on Highway 284
(east).

161.0 Right on Highway 284 (east).
165.1 On the left is a reclaimed strip coal mine.
167.3 Enter Fall Creek Falls State Resort Park.
167.7 Continue straight to main falls.
169.7 Left at the stop sign. Follow signs to the waterfall.
170.4 Cross dam.
171.5 Right, follow signs to Falls Gulf.
171.7 On both sides of the road is tornado damage done

three years ago. The storm damaged some park
buildings.

172.2 Bear right at the triangle, follow signs to the falls.
173.2 Parking lot for the falls and hiking trails. 1/4 mile

trail to the falls overlook. Fall Creek Falls is the
highest surface falls in Tennessee at 256 feet. The
amphitheater is formed by the erosion of the
Raccoon Mountain Formation below causing the
upper Warren Point Sandstone to loose support and
fall in. To the left of the falls, a large block of
Warren Point Sandstone in detaching at a joint
plane. The canyons of the Cumberland Plateau sup-
port a northern affinity forest including Hemlock
( Tsuga canadensis) and Giant Laurel
(Rhododendron maximum). In the winter, a huge
ice volcano can form below the falls in periods with
sub-freezing temps. Hiking to the bottom of the
falls is difficult, over 300 feet of elevation is lost on
the steep trail. Retrace back to the main park road.

176.5 Bare left at the 3rd triangle. Follow signs to
Tennessee Highway 30.

177.2 On the right are exposures of Warren Point
Sandstone on the far bank of Cane Creek. This is a
nice place to enjoy the waters of Cane Creek.

177.5 Straight at the 4-way stop. Follow sign to Tennessee
Highway 30. (Left into the parking lot at the stop
sign is access to Cane Creek Falls, the suspension
bridge, nature center, site where the movie “The
Jungle Book” was filmed, and hiking trails).

177.6 Nice display of Giant Laurel (Rhododendron maxi-
mum) on the banks of Rock House Creek. The peak
blooming season is late May - early July.

178.9 Exit state park.
180.7 Left on Tennessee Highway 30 (west), towards

Spencer, Tennessee.
184.5 Drop off Cumberland Plateau into the Cane Creek

Valley.

185.6 Pennington Formation is exposed in the right road
cut.

186.5 The road cut on the right is a 20 foot thick exposure
of Hartselle Formation. In this area of Tennessee, it
is generally a 20 foot thick sandstone layer that is
very important to cave and pit development. Below
the sandstone, the contact with the Monteagle
Limestone is visible. There are several entrances to
a cave named Pyramid Block exposed in the road
cut. The cave has horizontal development as well as
vertical development; there is a 131 foot pit inside
the cave. Above the entrance there is a well devel-
oped joint visible as well as crossbeds in the sand-
stone. Ripple marks are also present. The deposi-
tional environment for the Hartselle Formation var-
ied in the TAG area causing the formation to be
absent in some areas, a six foot thick shale in other
areas, to a 20-40 foot thick sandstone in some areas
to the north.

187.0 Cross over Cane Creek. Compare the amount of
water in the stream bed at the bridge with the
amount of water visible at Fall Creek Falls and
Cane Creek Falls. Almost all of the water in the
Cane Creek Valley is flowing through large cave
systems. All of the water resurges at a very large
spring about 1 mile down stream from the bridge.

187.1 Start up the plateau.
188.1 Old Bangor Limestone quarry on the right.
188.2 The contact between the Bangor Limestone and the

Pennington Formation is exposed on the right. High
concentration of caves in this zone.

188.5 Good exposure of dolomitic Pennington Formation
exposed in the right road cut.

189.1 On the right is a tunnel mine in the Bon Aire Coal,
just below the Warren Point Sandstone.

189.7 On the right is an exposure of Warren Point
Sandstone.

190.0 Top of the plateau.
190.2 Enter Spencer, Tennessee.
191.4 Left on access road to Tennessee Highway 111.
191.5 Left on Tennessee Highway 111.
193.4 On both sides of the road are exposures of Crab

Orchard Mountains Group with underlying shale
below. Visible are old stream channel deposits from
a braided stream system. All road cut exposures for
the next several miles are the same.

199.6 Continue south on Tennessee Highway 111 past the
south entrance to Fall Creek Falls State Park.
Retrace route past Skyline Coal Company on left.
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210.8 Right on Tennessee Highway 399 (west) Follow
signs to Savage Gulf State Natural Area.

216.4 On right is the entrance to Savage Gulf State
Natural Area. Day hikes, overnight hikes (permit
required), waterfalls, and vistas are available from
the parking area/ranger station. Interesting karst
hydrology is visible along some of the trials. Trials
can be difficult with large elevation changes.

216.8 Enter Grundy County, Tennessee.
221.6 Right on Tennessee Highway 108 (north).
228.9 Left on Tennessee Highway 56 (south). (a side trip

to the right will lead to Greeter Falls, Great Stone
Door, and the south entrance to Savage Gulf State
Natural Area. Hiking, climbing, and rappelling
available at Great Stone Door (permit required).
Follow the signs to each.

231.5 Enter Coalmont, Tennessee.
239.0 Right on U.S. 41 (north) in Tracy City, Tennessee.
239.8 Left leads to Fiery Gizzard State Natural Area.

Hiking trails, waterfalls, and vistas available.
Continue north on U.S. 41.

241.6 Enter Monteagle, Tennessee.
242.0 On the right is the visitor center to South

Cumberland State Park. 
244.6 Right on U.S. 41 (north) through downtown

Monteagle.
245.1 On the right is the Monteagle Assembly (historic

site).
245.4 Bare left on U.S. 41A.
245.7 Cross over Interstate 24.
247.6 On the left is the Sewanee Sandswitch which is a

sand mine developed in the Sewanee Conglomerate.
Enter Franklin County, Tennessee.

249.3 North Sewanee Stone Gates.
249.5 Bare right on University Avenue (follow hospital

signs). WATCH YOUR SPEED, POSTED SPEED
25 MPH.

250.3 Hospital on left.
250.6 On the right is the Fowler Center and the trip is

complete.
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Nearly a decade ago, Charles Faulkner and P. Willey
wrote a report on Midsouth cave archaeology that appeared
in the 1989 NSS convention Guidebook for the national
meeting held in Sewanee, Tennessee (Faulkner & Willey
1989). It is my pleasure to update that report on the occasion
of another meeting at that same, beautiful venue. Since 1989,
much has changed in Midsouth cave archaeology. Many new
prehistoric cave sites have been discovered in the area
encompassing Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee, Kentucky,
Virginia, and West Virginia.  Aspects of prehistoric cave use
that were newly recognized in 1989, such as the use of caves
for artistic expression, have now proved to be far more wide-
spread and intensive than was previously believed. The tem-
poral parameters of cave use have been refined through the
application of radiocarbon dating to a larger number of sites
through a research program initiated at Mammoth Cave by
Patty Jo Watson (Watson 1974; Kennedy 1996) . It is now
clear that prehistoric peoples in the region used caves rou-
tinely for a variety of complicated activities over a long part
of the ancient past. The remarkable preservation environ-
ment in caves has resulted in a rich and complex archaeo-
logical record often found very deep underground. 

Quite disturbing; however, is the danger of loss and
destruction that threatens prehistoric cultural resources

found in Midsouth caves -- a danger that has also increased
dramatically over the past decade. From professional artifact
looting to witless graffiti art, a variety of modern human
activities imperils the precious archaeological materials
found in caves. NSS cavers, for the most part, do very little
to contribute to this problem, but there are some activities
that the caving community should reconsider if its members
want to help preserve the archaeological record of past cave
use. In this paper, I will review some of the recent discover-
ies of prehistoric materials in Midsouth caves and place them
in chronological perspective. Then, I will consider issues in
the conservation of these materials and how the NSS mem-
bership might help preserve the remarkable treasures found
beneath the ground.
Prehistoric Use of Caves

More than 10,000 caves have now been off i c i a l l y
recorded throughout the Midsouth region. This vast subter-
ranean landscape was known and used by the prehistoric
inhabitants of the area. Concentrated in the limestone
uplands of the Ridge and Valley and Appalachian Plateau
geographic provinces, karst systems extend from southern
Indiana, through Kentucky and Tennessee, into northern
Alabama and western Virginia. They represent one of the
most extensive karst terraces in the world. It is not surprising

that ancient Native Americans took note of caves, incor-
porated them into their cosmology, and used them in a
variety of ways over time and space.

There is no evidence that prehistoric peoples ever
lived for extended periods in the “dark zones” of caves,
although specialized occupation debris can sometimes
be found at great depth (Carstens & Watson 1996;
Faulkner & Willey 1989) . Occupations did occur in
open rockshelters and in cave vestibules, but the deeper
recesses were clearly considered unsuitable for habita-
tion. The dark zone of deep caves were used for other,
more specialized purposes.  Patty Jo Watson defines
four types of site based on variation in ancient under-
ground activities (Watson 1986).  These are: footprint
caves, mortuary caves, mines and quarries, and ceremo-
nial caves. 

Recent D evelopments in Midsouth
Cave Archaeology

Jan F. Simek NSS 43467
Department of Anthropology

University of Tennessee

Knoxville, TN

Figure 1. Chert flakes left in place by prehistoric miners in 3rd Unnamed Cave, TN.
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Footprint caves preserve the imprints of human feet in
mud or soft sediments and are often associated with very
limited archaeological debris, suggesting ephemeral,
exploratory visits to the dark zone. Charcoal from ancient
torches sometimes found with footprints allows them to be
dated; in several cases, footprints may be older than 4000
years ago. At that time, the Midsouth was occupied by
hunter-gatherers referred to as Archaic peoples (ca 7500 BC
- 1000 BC). It is clear that these hunter-gatherers were will-
ing and able to penetrate deep into the dark zone of caves.
Hundreds of prints might be present in a given cave, evi-
dence for the presence of groups of people of varying ages
and/or sexes. Caves where only footprints and torch charcoal
are found bear witness to ancient cave exploration as a spe-
cific activity, but footprints also occur in mining and cere-
monial caves. Ancient footprints are extremely fragile, and
many have been obliterated by later, including modern, cave
traffic.

Mortuary caves are holes in the ground— often vertical
pits— into which human bodies, intact or cremated, were
introduced for internment. Recent surveys of pit caves show
that there are many, perhaps hundreds, of these burial sites in
Tennessee alone. Archaeologists have studied very few out
of respect for the dead, but some have been examined when
looters have illegally exhumed or molested the human
remains. At least two Tennessee sites associate petroglyphs,
or cave art, with burial sites. In Alabama, Kentucky, and
Virginia, where burial caves have been researched in detail,
they seem to be related to the Woodland period (1000 BC -
1000 AD), when the first agricultural communities devel-
oped. In Tennessee; however, new radiocarbon dates suggest
that burials in caves may have occurred from Middle
Woodland to Mississippian times (from 2800 to 500 years
ago). This is a much larger time span that was previously
recognized for cave internments in the Midsouth.

Prehistoric mines and quarries are well known from

Kentucky and Indiana, where caves were mined for minerals
during the Woodland period (Watson 1969, 1974; Munson &
Munson 1990), especially for crystalline salts (epsomite,
gypsum, aragonite and mirabilite). These minerals might
have been ingested for ceremonial or medicinal purposes and
were probably traded among Woodland agricultural villages
(Watson 1986). No direct evidence for mineral mining has
been found in Tennessee, although residues of these materi-
als have been recovered from prehistoric containers, making
it likely that such mining did occur.  Chert quarries in caves
are common in the Midsouth, and some have been dated
from the Archaic, through the Woodland and into the
Mississippian (1000AD - 1600AD) periods. In one case, a
massive Late Archaic chert mine was located more than a
mile from the cave’s mouth (Figure 1). It is also likely that
clay was removed from some caves for use in ceramic pro-
duction or as pigment.

Historic Native American groups in the Southeast saw
caves as pathways to the underworld, which was an enig-
matic and even dangerous realm. Prehistoric ceremonial
activity is evident in a number of caves in the form of cave
art. This is the only dark zone cave art tradition known from
prehistoric North America. Images of religious import are
incised into rock (petroglyphs), painted (pictographs), and
engraved into wet clay (mud glyphs). I will discuss cave art
in more detail below, but it is clear from recent work that
caves were used for ceremonial purposes over a very long
period of time, and by both hunter-gatherers and agricultur-
alists.

Cave use by prehistoric peoples involved a variety of
activities and changed over time. In the Archaic, caves were
explored, mined, and (as we shall see) decorated with art.
The same range of activities occurred during the Woodland
period, with the additional use of pit caves for burial; mining
of mineral salts was emphasized.  Mississippian peoples dec-
orated caves, used them occasionally as burial places, and
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Figure 3. Petrograph from 14th Unnamed Cave, Tennessee.
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may have performed limited mining.  The Midsouth’s vast
caves were clearly an important part of the prehistoric land-
scape.
Cave Art

In 1979, a caver exploring a narrow subterranean pas-
sageway in southeastern Tennessee noticed scratches and
lines in mudbanks that lined the cave walls. He reported the
marks to Charles Faulkner of the University of Tennessee,
who identified them as prehistoric drawings (Faulkner
1986). These were the first ancient art works ever profes-
sionally studied in the “dark zone” of a North American
cave. The Mud Glyph Cave images included animals,
winged humans, warriors, and other emblems of the
“Southeast Ceremonial Complex” (SECC), a religious
iconography associated with the late prehistoric
Mississippian moundbuilders (Waring & Holder 1945).
Several radiocarbon dates on cane charcoal, deposited from
torches used by ancient cave visitors, clustered around
1300AD, also coincident with Mississippian period
(Faulkner 1986). 

Today, more than twenty authenticated cave art sites are
known in the Midsouth.  Two caves are in Virginia, one in
West Virginia, two in Kentucky, one in Alabama, several in
Georgia, and the rest are in Middle and East Tennessee. This
distribution corresponds to the limestone tablelands of the
Appalachian Plateau, suggesting that cave art was produced
everywhere caves were available for decoration. Sometimes,
the art is located quite far from the mouth of the cave, indi-
cating that prehistoric artists were physically and technically
able to penetrate the vast underground cave systems of the
region and did so for ceremonial purposes. Not all caves that
could have been decorated; however, were used for art, so

the determinants of cave art location
are complex and at present poorly
understood.

Three different production tech-
niques have been identified. M u d
glyphs are images traced into wet
mud on cave walls and banks (Figure
2). Nine mud glyph sites are now
known, including one of the earliest
(Adair Cave) and the very latest cave
art site (1st Unnamed Cave).
Mississippian period mud glyph
caves are very elaborate, sometimes
including organized compositions of
hundreds of images (Faulkner 1986;
Simek et al. 1997). Petroglyphs are
images scratched into the rock of
cave walls and ceilings (Figure 3).
The earliest example of cave art (3rd
Unnamed Cave in Tennessee at 4000

years old) is of this type, but petroglyphs were also produced
during the late Mississippian period. Some petroglyphs are
associated with human burials, as at 5th and 6th Unnamed
Caves in Tennessee, but most comprise either isolated art
independent of other evidence for cave use or are associated
with mining of raw materials from caves. Pictographs are
images painted onto surfaces with mineral pigments like
charcoal and clay (Figure 4).  These date either to the
Woodland or Mississippian periods and are the rarest form of
prehistoric cave art; only a few examples are presently
known. Thus, there is great variability in the nature and con-
text within which art work was produced.

There is also great time depth in Midsouth cave art, and
it appears that the subject matter of the art work changes
over time.  Radiocarbon dates from Adair Cave in Kentucky
(DiBlasi 1996) and 3rd Unnamed Cave in Tennessee (Simek
et al. n.d.) suggest that art work may have its origins during
the Archaic period. Images in these early sites are simple
(wavy lines, suns, chevrons) and not obviously similar to
later SECC iconography. Art work from Crumps Cave in
Kentucky, and from several caves in Tennessee, shows that
art was also produced during the Woodland period, and the
images (humans and crude animals) are also distinctive. A
number of sites associated with the Mississippian period
show the SECC iconography first identified at Mud Glyph
Cave.

The meaning of this prehistoric cave art is difficult to
determine. In later time periods, similarities between the
cave images and SECC iconography suggests that the art
was primarily religious, perhaps produced by priests or
shamans in the context of specific rituals (Muller 1986;
Simek 1997; Simek et al. 1997). For historical tribes in
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Figure 4. Pictograph from 1st Unnamed Cave, Tennessee.
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Tennessee, caves were passageways to the underworld, and
the underworld was also an important yet dangerous place
for Mississippian peoples. Cave art depicting serpents and
winged humans may reflect a belief in the power of these
dark, deep places and their role in the structure of the cos-
mos. In earlier periods, meaning is problematic. Image
themes are rather different than during the Mississippian and
sometimes associated with other activities (e.g., mining).
Thus, Archaic and Woodland cave art may have served dif-
ferent purposes for its makers: sanctifying space, protecting
people engaged in dangerous activities or marking places
where resources could be found.  So far removed in time, we
may never know the meaning of this earliest prehistoric cave
art.
Conservation

Even though we are making great strides in understand-
ing the nature and variation in prehistoric cave use in the
Midsouth, conservation and protection of these important
cultural resources is the most pressing problem today.
Unauthorized digging in caves destroys the context of the
artifacts and art images by displacing and removing datable
artifacts.  Modern graffiti are often unknowingly placed over
the ancient art icons, obscuring or obliterating them forever.
Even simple traffic through a cave can damage art and arti-
facts. Awareness of the presence of these treasures is the first
step in protecting this important aspect of our cultural her-
itage. Here, we need the help of cavers everywhere. But we
do have laws to help in some instances.

Every caver has seen the destructive effects of looting in
archaeological sites. In search of artifacts for their personal
collections or for sale, “pothunters” dig out and (sometimes)
even sift through tons of archaeological sediments when they
think they’ll find “good stuff.” Sites with burials are partic-
ularly vulnerable because of the frequent association of spe-

cial artifacts with the dead. It must be noted
that many looters are quite interested in the
past, and they simply seek objects that they
find beautiful or fascinating for their collec-
tions; often, these people wonder why
archaeologists fight their activities so vehe-
mently, believing that they have as much
“right” to the artifacts as scholars who will
put them away in museums. But this is an
inaccurate view of why archaeologists
oppose looting. Looting destroys the sancti-
ty of ancient burial places, an issue that con-
cerns Native Americans and archaeologists
as they become more sensitized to Native
American feelings. At the same time, loot-
ing destroys the context of artifacts by
removing them from their stratigraphic and
occupational positions; since it is precisely

this context that holds the most information about past
human activities, looters destroy not only the sites them-
selves but also the information contained in sites. And
knowledge about the past is not the possession of any indi-
vidual or interest group, it is the rightful heritage of us all.
Looters therefore steal the cultural past that belongs to all for
their own selfish ends.

Caves and rockshelters, because they are very visible
landscape features that were often used for habitation by pre-
historic peoples, are particularly susceptible to attack by arti-
fact hunters.  Moreover, because they are naturally bounded
and limited spaces, caves and shelters often see relatively
greater destruction than widely dispersed, less distinct open-
air sites. Cave sites have been and continue to be ravaged
disproportionately by looters. 

A considerable body of law has been enacted to protect
our national heritage. Principle among these, at the Federal
level, is the Archaeological Resources Protection Act of
1979 or “ARPA.” ARPA makes it a federal crime to dig or
destroy a n y archaeological site on federal land (e.g.,
National Parks, National Forest, TVA or BLM lands or Army
Corps of Engineer properties). It also prohibits disturbing or
collecting artifacts from those lands, even if the artifacts are
visible on the ground surface. ARPA is Archaeology’s pri-
mary weapon against destruction of archaeological
resources, whether prehistoric or historic, but it only applies
on Federal properties. It does imply that unpermitted digging
in any cave on federal land is a violation if that cave contains
archaeological materials anywhere within it.

Most states have laws that protect archaeological sites
on state lands. In Tennessee, for example, Chapter 15, Title
11, Section 6 of the Tennessee Code Annotated (TCA) pro-
vides an array of State archaeological statutes. Unauthorized
excavation or artifact collecting on any state property is a
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Figure 5. Graffiti over mud glyph from 1st Unnamed Cave, Tennessee
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Class A misdemeanor, and authorization must be obtained
through the Office of the State Archaeologist. Any excava-
tion in sites on private lands is prohibited without prior, writ-
ten permission from the landowner. Most other states in the
Midsouth have similar laws and penalties to prevent looting
of sites. Tennessee law goes even further if human burials
are involved. Disturbing human remains on state lands is a
felony. Excavation of human burials on private lands is pro-
hibited even for the property owner, without express Court
permission under Tennessee’s cemetery laws (TCA 46.4).
Any destruction of human bones or the place where they are
found is a violation of these protection statutes. Many other
Midsouth states have their own versions of these laws.

And in most states, a variety of laws designed to protect
caves and their environments also have implications for the
archaeological record found in caves. Cave protection acts in
Alabama, Georgia, and Tennessee all prohibit defacing cave
walls with graffiti. In Georgia and Tennessee, the harming of
any “natural materials” found in caves, including the sedi-
ments where artifacts might be lodged, is expressly forbid-
den.  Only with prior written permission from the cave
owner can such activity be performed, and it is difficult to
imagine many property owners granting such access.

Thus, there are various laws that constrain what can be
done to archaeological sites, and these laws can be enforced
with the help of cavers and archaeologists.  That the archae-
ological record needs the help of cavers can be illustrated
with a few quick examples.  Many cavers will be aware of
the recent burning of a Civil War era ladder in Hubbards
Cave in Tennessee. Because it concerns an historical artifact,
this act of vandalism is covered under Tennessee’s archaeol-
ogy protection statutes, and the State Archaeologist will help
prosecute the vandals if they are identified.  We are only now

beginning to discover the extent and beauty of prehistoric
cave art in the Midsouth, but as often as not, the art is not
pristine when we find it. Graffiti is, of course, always an eye-
sore, but it is especially destructive when it obliterates
ancient art (Figure 5). Oftentimes, the graffiti is made by
people who do not understand what they destroy (although
there is really no excuse for defacing caves in any case).
While a graffitied but otherwise-bare cave wall can be
cleaned in some cases, there is no possible restoration for
ancient art that has been destroyed. As we have seen, in most
states, there are laws that can be used to prosecute those who
make graffiti, and state archaeologists should always be con-
tacted to take the lead in such prosecutions.

Unfortunately, there are activities routinely performed
by cavers themselves that also threaten and destroy archaeo-
logical materials, and the same laws outlined above are rele-
vant in these cases. Simply publicizing caves that were pre-
viously unknown can lead to the destruction of archaeologi-
cal resources by accident or vandalism.  In our work, we
refer to all cave art sites as “Unnamed Caves” in order to
protect their real names, and we use numbers to differentiate
them for comparative study. In addition, we never divulge
site locations beyond a very general level (e.g., “Middle
Tennessee”). Movement though caves during exploration
can also destroy archaeological materials. At 5th Unnamed
Cave in Tennessee, for example, petroglyphs on the cave
wall (Figure 6) have undergone severe erosion since they
were first discovered, because visitors to the cave rub against
the images as they pass (Figure 7).  In 3rd Unnamed Cave,
hundreds of aboriginal footprints, identified when the cave
was first discovered, have disappeared beneath the boot-
marks of modern cavers. Although innocent, this destruction
can still constitute violation of the law, and if there are buri-

als in the cave, the violation may be
felonious even with landowner per-
mission to visit the cave.  Perhaps
the most damaging activity routine-
ly performed by cavers is digging at
the mouth and inside caves to
improve access. Even this act of
discovery might constitute a viola-
tion of federal or state laws depend-
ing on circumstances, and innocent
intent does not lessen the infraction
in the eyes of the court.

I do not mean to preach here
about what is right or wrong,
because it has been my experience
that most cavers wish to do the right
thing by the natural and cultural
resources in caves. Indeed, we
could not do our research without
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Figure 6. 5th Unnamed Cave petroglyph at its discovery in 1991. (Photo Alan Cressler)
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the constant help and guidance of a number of dedicated
regional cavers. Yet the precious and important record of our
past is being destroyed at an alarming rate, even in the some-
times-remote vastness of the Midsouth’s cave systems.
Cavers need to be aware of the materials present in caves, of
the laws in place to protect them, and to what they can do to
help in the constant battle against the destruction of our cul-
tural heritage. We need cavers to find and report sites and
especially art work that is of such current interest. It is our
policy at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, to respond
to all caver contacts and to visit all caves that might fruitful-
ly yield ancient art. NSS cavers can help by observing the
walls and floors around them as they pass through a cave and
alerting the relevant professional archaeologists when they
see damage to the archaeological record or previously-
unknown components of it. Together, we can preserve the
underground record of our prehistoric heritage.
Summary and Conclusions

The caves of the Midsouth contain a rich, diverse, and
unique record of prehistoric and early historic human activi-
ty. Caves were explored, mined, and used for complex cere-
monial purposes over a very long time span beginning in the
prehistoric Archaic and extending into historic times.  In par-
ticular, caves were used as burial places that sanctified them,
but that also brings them under attack from looters. We have

recently begun to discover that many caves in the Midsouth
were also used for art, and the region now bears witness to
one of the most complex and ancient cave art traditions out-
side the famous Paleolithic caves of Europe. In short, our
caves are repositories of endangered natural and cultural
resources that we all must help to protect if they are to sur-
vive the onslaught of development and greedy self-interest.
There are laws in place to help us do this; we can only hope
that all NSS cavers will start to concern themselves with the
ancient cultural treasures found in the caves of the Midsouth. 
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Tennessee has some 7000 caves and since caves are
one of the best places to find ice age vertebrate fossils of
the Pleistocene Epoch (about 1.5 million to about 10,000
years before present), it is not surprising that a fair number
of Pleistocene sites have been found in Tennessee caves.
Corgan and Breitburg (1996) gave a good summary of all
the vertebrate fossils found in Tennessee including some 50
cave sites.

The first significant discoveries of fossil bones in a
Tennessee cave were made in the early 19th Century
between 1806 and 1812 in Big Bone Cave, Van Buren
County (Crothers, 1986).  Bones found by saltpetre miners
were those of the ground sloth Megalonyx jeffersonii.
Some of these bones eventually made it to the Philadelphia
Academy of Natural Sciences.  Several additional discover-
ies of sloth bones were made in Big Bone Cave before the
end of the 19th Century and some are remarkable in retain-
ing preserved soft tissue.

The next paleontological discovery was made by the
noted naturalist E.D. Cope in 1869, where he discovered
bones in Zirkels Cave in Jefferson County.  Cope, however,
never described these finds.  In the 1890’s Henry C. Mercer
made two trips to Tennessee and made excavations in sev-
eral caves including Lookout Mountain, Big Bone, and
Zirkels Caves (Mercer 1896).  Unfortunately, only parts of
Mercer’s collections survive at the Philadelphia Academy
of Natural Science.  On a recent visit to that institution,
Fred Grady discovered a small vial containing fragments of
2 peccary teeth, Mylohyus sp. from Zirkels Cave.  It is
hoped that a more thorough search of the collections may
yield more of the missing specimens.

Nearly 50 years would pass before additional signifi-
cant paleontological work would be done in Tennessee
caves.  In the 1940’s Edward McCrady, H.T. Kirby-Smith,
and Harvy Templeton explored many caves and found
Jaguar skeletons in Little Salt River Cave, Franklin County,
and Johnson Cave, Putnam County, though the latter dis-
covery was originally reported as Saltpetre Cave, White
County (McCrady et. al., 1951) (Corgan & Breitburg,
1996).  The two Jaguar skeletons were remarkable in that

they were relatively complete compared to the rather frag-
mentary remains of Pleistocene Jaguars previously discov-
ered in various parts of the country. These Jaguars are now
believed to represent an extinct subspecies Panthera onca
augusta.  Recently, while examining the Little Salt River
Cave specimen in the Smithsonian Institution, Fred Grady
found a partial ground sloth tooth Megalonyx jeffersonii
among the Jaguar bones.

From the 1950s through the early 1980s, the Carnegie
Museum of Natural History was actively searching for
bones sites in caves of Pennsylvania, Virginia, West
Virginia, Tennessee and elsewhere.  Several sites were

Pleist ocene Vertebrates from
Tennessee Caves

by Frederick Grady NSS 19586 (1) and E. Ray Garton NSS 11295(2) 
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Skull parts of Jaguar, Palthera onca augusta, from Little Salt River Cave,
Tennessee. (Photo by Fred Grady)

Reconstructed skull cast of Jaguar, Pantera onca augusta, from Little
Airplane Cave, Tennessee. (Photo by Fred Grady)



reported to Carnegie Museum by cavers.  Robinson Cave,
in Overton County, produced a diverse fauna including a
relatively complete skeleton of the ground sloth,
Magalonyx jeffersonii and the first Tennessee record of the
extinct armadillo, Daspus bellus (Guilday et al, 1969).
Grassy Cove Saltpetre Cave, Cumberland County produced
a partial skeleton of the extinct spectacled bear,
Tremarcotos floridanus (Guilday & Irving, 1967).  The
brain case of this specimen may be seen in an exhibit case
at Cumberland Caverns.

Three caves in Sullivan County were prospected by
Carnegie Museum parties and each produced remains of
caribou, Rangifer tarandus, which were at that time, the
southern most records for that species (Guilday et al, 1975).
These three caves, Guy Wilson, Beartown, and Baker Bluff
also produced many other species though only Baker Bluff
has been described in detail, (Guilday et al, 1978).  Baker
Bluff was especially significant in that it was excavated in
layers and the small vertebrates show change through time.
A significant bone cave was discovered in Nashville during
the construction of a bank and John Guilday was sent the
material for description.  The most amazing discovery at
this site was the partial skeleton of a sabertooth cat,
Smilodon floridanus, the first such record for Tennessee
(Guilday, 1977).  Guilday and McGinnus (1972) also
described another Tennessee jaguar skeleton, this one from
Big Bone Cave.

Another serious contributor to the study of Tennessee
bone caves is Paul Parmalee of the University of
Tennessee.  Parmalee frequently collaborated with John
Guilday but also worked on several other sites independent-
ly.  Parmalee (1961) described remains of two jaguars from
Little Airport Cave, one of which was represented by much
of a skeleton.  One of the most significant sites worked by
Parmalee and others was Cheek Bend Cave in Maury
County. This site was also collected carefully and seems to

document the change from Pleistocene to Holocene.
Virtually all of the bone cave sites in Tennessee seem

to date to the late Pleistocene.  Some have been Carbon 14
dated while others are referred to the late Pleistocene based
on specimen composition (Corgan & Breitburg, 1996).
One site however, Bishop Cave, Bedford County contains
remains of the large peccary, Platygonus vetus,a middle
Pleistocene species believed to be 500,000-800,000 years in
age, (Robison, 1991).  Corgan and Breitburg suggest that
the specimens at this site represent large Platygonus com -
pressus though the measurements of the teeth seem to
match those of Cumberland Cave, Maryland which is P.
vetus. A species of large tapir, Tapirus havsii , also a mid-
dle Pleistocene species was identified from 2 Tennessee
caves.  Unfortunately the material from one site, Vess Cave,
is lost and the other identification may be incorrect as it

was made at a time when it was not realized there were at
least 2 species of Pleistocene tapirs.

Cavers are a very important resource in the discovery
of new bone sites in Tennessee and elsewhere.  Most states
have laws requiring permits for the removal of paleontolog-
ical remains from caves.  The best thing cavers can do if
something is found is to write a description of the speci-
men, include a sketch and photographs if possible, and
inform a paleontologist.  The NSS Paleontology Section
can help get cavers in touch with paleontologists in their
area.
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Skull cast of Tapir, Tapirus veroensis, from Claiborne Cave, Tennessee.
(Photo by Fred Grady)

Juvenile humerus cast of Groundsloth, Megalonyx Jefersonii, from Big
Bone Cave, Tennessee. (Photo by Fred Grady)
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Tennessee Pleistocene Bone Caves By County
from Corgan, et.al, 1996

COUNTY CAVE PAGE
Anderson Hill Cave 95
Anderson Vess Cave 95
Bedford Bishop Cave 96
Blount Craig Quarry 97
Blount Finger Quarry 98
Campbell Clairborne Cave 98
Cumberland Grassy Cove Saltpeter Cave 102
Davidson Lightman Quarry 104
DeKalb Cove Hollow Cave 107
Dickson Jewel Cave 107
Fentress Wolf River Cave 108
Franklin Little Salt  River Cave 109
Franklin Rowark Cove 109
Franklin Sinking Cove Cave 110
Greene Cedar Creek Cave 110
Grundy Wonder Cave 110
Hamilton Little Airplane Cave 112
Hamilton Lookout Cave 112
Hamilton Ruby Falls Cave 113
Hamilton Unknown Cave 114
Hancock Little Rockhouse Cave 114
Hickman Town Cave #2 116
Jefferson Zirkel’s Cave 117
Johnson Lake Hole Mortuary Cave 118
Maury Cheek Bend Cave 120
Maury Post Office Cave 125
Monroe Kyle’s Quarry 127
Monroe Lost Sea 127
Overton Peck Cave 129
Overton Robinson Cave 129
Putnam Johnson Cave 132
Sullivan Baker Bluff Cave 135
Sullivan Beartown Cave 139
Sullivan Big Spring Cave 139
Sullivan Carrier Quarry Cave 140
Sullivan Eastman Bluff Cave #2 140
Sullivan Guy Wilson Cave 141
Sullivan Kaylor Cave 141
Sullivan Linville Cave 141
Sullivan Morrell Cave 142
Sullivan Riverside Cave 142
Sumner Cave of the Skulls 143
Unicoi Jawbone Cave 144
Van Buren Big Bone Cave 144
Warren Cumberland Caverns 145
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Cave Descriptions
This section contains descriptions for 102 caves and surface features, some of these have accompanying maps. This part of
the country is truly blessed with a vast quantity of caves. Looking at the cave distribution map in the Cave Survey Section
easily confirms this. The guidebook features a variety of caves -- horizontal, vertical, wet, multi-drop, wetsuit, tourist and
commercial. You should have no difficulty in finding a cave to visit.

As you visit these caves, please remember something very important; most caves in TAG are privately owned. It is important
to respect the land/cave owners’property rights. We are fortunate to have “Southern Hospitality” on our side when convers-
ing with owners; however, like everyone else, they can be rubbed the wrong way. When on someone else’s property, please
leave all gates as you find them, do not block roads and stop by and check in if someone is home. They would like to know
why you are there. Some owners are used to having visitors and know what to expect, but others are visited infrequently, and
you need to speak with them. Lastly, remember we are all very different and actions that may be appropriate for you, may be
offensive to others. We are all adults, so please act like one.

Several of the caves in this book are owned or leased by the Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. Because of the nature of
this organization, many of these caves have been or still are popular. If you arrive at the parking area of these or any other
cave to find a “cast of thousands” please come back later. It benefits no one, including the cave, to have large groups. The
SCCI also restricts cave-for-pay or commercial cave trips from using its properties. During convention, the SCCI asks that
your group check at the cave information booth before visiting any of its properties. This is to reduce the risk of overcrowd-
ing.

Many of these caves can be very challenging. A visit to a multi-drop wetsuit cave isn’t a time to test out a new climbing sys-
tem or learn how to rappel. There will be other opportunities during convention to learn new techniques. Please do not be
tempted to get in over your head. If caving with a group of people you don’t know, make sure they know what your ability
level is, and likewise, ask questions to find out theirs. A good read is the “Caving Safely” article by Cousineau and Hudson
found elsewhere in the guidebook.

Finally, much of the information gathered for this section was from previous publications and caver observations.
Landownership and cave access can change, so information in the description may be different during Convention. Please stop
by the cave information desk to see if there are any updates. A current Closed Cave List will also be available.

The Convention Staff hopes your visit to TAG is a a safe and enjoyable one!

Cave Descriptions
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Animal Farm Cave (Monteagle, TN)....................................191
Bat Cave (Sewanee, TN)......................................................212
Bible Springs Cave (South Pittsburg, TN)..............................226
Bicentennial Cave (Doran Cove, AL) ..................................176
Blunder Hole (Eureka, AL) ................................................181
Bridalveil Falls (Sewanee, TN)............................................212
Buckets of Blood Cave (Sewanee, TN) ..............................213
Buggytop Cave (Sinking Cove, TN) ......................................220
Butterfly Cave (Whitwell, TN) ............................................242
Cagles Chasm (South Pittsburg, TN) ......................................226
Camps Gulf Cave (Spencer, TN) ........................................244
Catacomb Cave (White City, TN) ........................................238
Cedar Ridge Crystal Cave (South Pittsburg, TN) ..................229
Cemetery Pit (Trenton, GA) ................................................237
Chain Smoke Hole (Sewanee, TN) ......................................214
Circle Cave (Orme, TN) ....................................................201
Clod Hole (Monteagle, TN)..................................................191
Conley Hole (Viola, TN)....................................................244
Crownover Saltpeter Cave (Sinking Cove, TN) ....................220
Devils Hole (Sewanee, TN) ................................................212
The Diggings Pit (Mud Creek, AL) ......................................195
Dinky Pit (King Cove, AL) ..................................................187
Dry Cave (Sewanee, TN) ....................................................214
Dub Green Cave (Estill Fork, AL) ......................................181
Ellisons Cave (Lafayette, GA) ............................................245
Feral Swine Cave (Monteagle, TN) ......................................192
Fern Cave-Surprise Pit (Paint Rock, AL) ............................207
Fiery Top Drop (White City, TN) ........................................238
Flat Cave (Sinking Cove, TN) ..............................................222
For a Few Miles More Cave (Orme, TN) ..........................202
Fort-Peebles Cave (Sewanee, TN) ......................................215
Fountain Pit (Doran Cove, AL) ............................................178
Grahams Pit (King Cove, AL) ..............................................187
Greens Well (Estill Fork, AL) ..............................................181
Guffey Cave (Grant, AL) ..................................................185
Guys Cave (Eureka, AL) ....................................................182
Haggard Cave (South Pittsburg, TN) ......................................229
Hang ‘Em High Cave (Orme, TN) ....................................202
Holiday Hole (Hytop, AL)..................................................187
Howards Waterfall Cave (Trenton, GA)..............................238
Hurricane Cave (Sulphur Springs, AL-GA) ..............................234
Indian Cave (Sinking Cove, TN) ..........................................222
Jess Elliot Cave (Hytop, AL)..............................................187
Johnsons Crook Cave (Durham, GA) ..................................245
Keith Cave (Winchester, TN)................................................242
Kennamer Cave (Paint Rock, AL) ........................................209
Kirby-Smith Cave (Sewanee, TN) ......................................212
Larsons Well (Orme, TN) ..................................................202
Lim Rock Blowing Cave (Lim Rock, AL) ..........................188
Logging Camp Cave (Monteagle, TN) ................................192
Lost Canyon Cave (Durham, GA) ......................................246

Lost Mule Pit (Monteagle, TN) ............................................192
Main Well (Orme, TN) ......................................................205
Mandys Pit (Hytop, AL) ....................................................187
McBrides Cave (Eureka, AL) ............................................184
Martin Springs High Hole (Monteagle, TN) ........................193
Monteagle Saltpeter Cave (Monteagle, TN) ........................193
Morgans Steep (Sewanee, TN) ............................................212
Neversink (Mud Creek, AL) ................................................195
Nickajack Cave (New Home, GA)........................................201
Owen Spring Cave (Sequatchie, TN) ..................................209
Payne Saltpeter Cave (Burrow Cove, TN) ............................175
Pettijohns Cave (Lafayette, GA) ..........................................246
Pipeside Pit (Lim Rock, AL) ................................................188
Possum Well (South Pittsburg, TN) ........................................229
Raulston Pit (South Pittsburg, TN) ........................................232
Ravens Den Pit (Monteagle, TN) ........................................192
Real Well (Orme, TN) ........................................................205
Rhonda Well (Monteagle, TN) ............................................191
Ricks Pit (Monteagle, TN)....................................................192
Roaring Rapids Pit (Doran Cove, AL) ..................................179
Russell Cave (Doran Cove, AL)............................................179
Sauta Cave (Swearengin, AL) ..............................................237
Sawmill Well (White City, TN) ............................................240
Sewanee Natural Bridge (Sewanee, TN) ............................216
Sewanee Blowhole (Sewanee, TN)......................................215
Sherwood Mountain Pot (Sinking Cove, TN) ........................224
Ship Cave (Whitwell, TN) ..................................................242
Signal Light Pit (Sequatchie, TN) ........................................212
Sixty-Seven Dollar Pit (Hytop, AL) ..................................187
Snakes 200 (King Cove, AL) ................................................187
Solomons Temple (Sewanee, TN) ......................................216
Solution Rift (White City, TN) ............................................240
South Pittsburg Pit (South Pittsburg, TN) ..............................232
Stephens Gap Cave (Lim Rock, AL)....................................188
Sub-Solomon Cave (Sewanee, TN) ....................................216
Sweet Pot (Orme, TN) ........................................................206
Talley Ditch Cave (Eureka, AL) ........................................185
Tate Cave (Hytop, AL) ......................................................187
Thunder Hole (Eureka, AL) ................................................185
Tom Pack Cave (Sinking Cove, TN) ....................................224
Tres Well (Monteagle, TN) ..................................................193
Trout Cave (Monteagle, TN) ................................................192
Tumbling Rock Cave (Mud Creek, AL) ..............................197
Walker Spring Cave (Sewanee, TN) ....................................218
Waterworks Cave (Orme, TN) ..........................................206
Wet Cave/Above Wet Cave (Sewanee, TN) ........................218
White Cricket Cave (Orme, TN) ........................................206
Whiteside Cave (New Home, GA)........................................201
Wilkson Hollow Horror Hole (Sinking Cove, TN) ................224
Will Well (Monteagle, TN) ..................................................191
Wonder Cave (Burrow Cove, TN) ........................................176
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Some Cave Recommendations
Big Horizontal Caves
Wet Cave is the closest large horizontal cave to the convention site. The bottom section is quite large and very easy. Buggytop
and Howards Waterfall cave are large multi-mile caves suitable for beginners. Camps Gulf Cave is several miles long and fea-
tures the largest chambers in TAG. The Jess Elliot Cave system is large and easy, with lots of borehole in the Iron Hoop sec-
tion.

Open-Air Pits,
Conley Hole, Neversink, Cagles and Stephens Gap are TAG Classics. Other less-visited but excellent pits include Greens Well,
Mandys Pit, Sawmill Well, and Lost Mule Pit. Some nice smaller pits include Signal Light Pit, Sherwood Mountain Pot, and
Ravens Den. There are several clusters of pits listed as well. Morgans Steep is a short walk from the campground if you want
to practice before the pits.

Deep Vertical Caves
Wet Cave and McBrides Cave offer multi-drop pull-down trips over 400 feet deep. Ellisons Cave is the deepest cave in the
eastern US at 1,063 feet, and features a 586-foot pit. Bicentennial Cave, Guys Cave, Solution Rift, and Wilkson Hollow Horror
Hole are all quite deep and challenging.

Guide to Topographic Quads
of the Sewanee Area

Grid approximate to County and State Lines

Convention
Site



Burrow Cove, TN Quad

TGD 20

Payne Saltpeter Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Burrow Cove, Tennessee
Length 1,040 ft. Elevation 1,050 ft.
Depth 41 ft. Map Yes

Description
The three-foot diameter entrance opens into a passage five feet high and eight feet wide. This extends 120 feet to a low room,
through which the cave continues for an additional 135 feet, averaging 25 feet wide and eight feet high. 

Access
Park at end of road and speak with the landowner who lives in the house on the left.

Cave Descriptions

1998 August 3-7 ● Sewanee, Tennessee 175



TGD 30

Wonder Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Burrow Cove, Tennessee
Length 7,000 ft. Elevation 1,080 ft.
Depth 50 ft. Map No

Description
Wonder Cave was first commercialized in 1898, shortly after its discovery. The cave passage goes from the entrance for 1,100
feet with average dimensions of 25 feet wide and eight feet high. A stream occupies the north side of the passage and above
it, limestone pendants hang from the ceiling. After 1,100 feet, the cave enlarges to 45 feet in height and contains an extensive
upper level. The upper level is highly decorated with dripstone deposits. In this part of the cave, the commercial tour ends.
The cave continues as breakdown and borehole passage. The stream in Wonder Cave passes through several area caves,
including Crystal Cave which is located down the old road to the cave.

Access
This is a commercial cave operated in conjunction with a bed and breakfast. The summer hours of the cave, which offers
lantern tours, are Tuesday through Sunday, 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. with tours leaving on the hour. During Convention, cavers
who visit with their name badges can visit the cave for $3.00. The owners also operate a small museum.

Doran Cove, AL Quad

TMN 197

Bicentennial Cave

Gear horizontal, optional Topo Quad Doran Cove, Alabama
vertical, 60’, 100’, and 60’ropes Elevation 960 ft.

Length 4,758 ft.
Depth 334 ft. Map Yes

Description
There are two main entrances in the large sink. The main one to the right has a difficult 10-foot climbdown that is best done
with a handline. The entrance to the left does not go, but has a small hole on the right that connects to the main entrance below
the 10-foot climbdown. A small amount of water enters the left entrance via the ravine. This can be ragingly wet. Downslope
leads to a 30-foot pit. This is followed by a 42-foot pit which has a slot-type entrance. There are two bolts on the right. This
pit is free-fall. Beyond this pit there is a low spot with a climb up and over a partition in a canyon to a 57-foot pit. There is
one bolt on the right wall with a large breakdown block as a backup. This pit can be extremely wet. Beyond this is the begin-
ning of a long, mostly walking passage section. About 150 feet from the pit is a place where, by following the water, leads to
a stream crawl. There is a very easy overpass which takes off on the left. At the end of the long walking borehole, which has
several areas of large breakdown blocks, there are some nice formations. There is 1,200 feet of walking passage that ends in
a formation choke. A small climbdown to the right goes through an awkward hole and then back to stream level. A very nice
downclimbing passage leads to a very wet 38-foot pit. There is one bolt and a natural rig for this pit. There are some nice giant
flutes and pinnacles at the bottom. There is also an incoming passage that leads to a dome. The main cave passage continues
as one of the nicest stream passages in TAG. This leads to a nine foot climbdown and then a sump. Beyond the sump and
through a small, muddy crawl is 300 feet of passage, after which the cave ends.
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AJK 1277

Fountain Pit

Gear vertical, 120’rope Topo Quad Doran Cove, Alabama
Length 50 ft. Elevation 920 ft.
Depth 98 ft. Map Yes

Description
Fountain Pit is a 98-foot sheer drop. The entrance is a three foot by 10 foot fissure. The City of Bridgeport gets water from
the gated cave above the pit (Irongate Cave). The water pipe passes over the edge of the pit on its way to the tank. An over-
flow valve on the pipe next to the pit is the fountain for which the pit is named. This very nice pit is suitable for beginning
cavers. The nice level walk to the cave is also appealing in the hot summer, and the spring and pit provide a nice setting for
a picnic.
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TMN 66

Roaring Rapids Pit

Gear vertical, 150’rope Topo Quad Doran Cove, Alabama
Length 1,000 ft. Elevation 900 ft.
Depth 200 ft Map No

Description
There are four entrances to this cave.The main entrance is located in the ravine and has a stream entering it. This entrance is
about ten by 15 feet and opens to a 90-foot pit. It can be very wet and is mostly a wall drop. The pit lands in a nice dome
room, and to the right some of the water goes into a small tube. This water connects below the next drop. To the right of where
the rope lands is a passage leading to an alcove and a dome. To the left is the main passage. Down a five -foot climbdown is
a 25-foot pit. There is a good rig on the right on a projection. This pit is also wet. At the bottom of this pit and to the right,
the wet tube from above enters. To the left, upslope, and through a narrow spot, leads to a dome and climbdown. This is where
the connection to entrance two is located. In the main passage within 20 feet, there is bend to the left (very sharp). Walking
passage in a narrow wet canyon leads to a right hand bend with more walking passage and one low spot to a high dome in the
canyon. A 20-foot hands and knees crawl leads to a 4-foot climbdown in a rift-like walking passage. This continues to a left-
hand bend to a short step-down series to a junction. To the left, the water very quickly goes down a too-tight crack. The cave
basically ends here. The whole lower cave segment floods to the ceiling. Back on the surface, E3, which is the middle of three
entrances, is a 118-foot pit with a major ledge 64 feet down. A natural bridge separates E4 from E3. E4 is a 65-foot pit. There
is a large connection with E2 which is a free-fall 118-foot pit from the high side.

AJK 169

Russell Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Doran Cove, Alabama
Length 35,064 ft. Elevation 660 ft.
Depth 180 ft. Map Yes

Description
A large easy stream cave. It is a 1.8 mile trip to the Pig Entrance, but currently, this entrance/exit is closed. The main entrance
room is 80 feet wide and 60 feet high and was used as a home by Native Americans. The cave is mostly large stream passage
with a few short crawls. Follow the stream through the cave to the apparent end, then climb up a mud bank on the right and
go about 200 feet to the Pig Entrance. The park service has a small museum and exhibits open to the public. If you are in the
area, a visit is worthwhile.

Access
For wild cave trips in the cave, permission must be obtained from the National Park Service. The Pig Entrance is currently
closed.
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Estill Fork, AL Quad

TJK 725 & 601

Greens Well and Dub Green Cave
Gear vertical, 250’rope Topo Quad Estill Fork, Alabama 
Length 763 ft. and 1,800 ft. Elevation 1,050 ft.
Depth 250 ft. Map No

Description
Green’sWell is a beautiful open-air 227-foot pit with a few hundred feet of passage at the bottom. Dub Green Cave is a spring
cave with about 800 feet of large passage to a waterfall, which was climbed a few years ago. Above the waterfall is over 1,000
feet of mostly wet passage. It is hoped that the two may someday be connected.

Access
Permission was given by the owner, Mr. Green, but please check in with the tenants. They live in the house on the road. Park
along the county road down from the house. The entrance to Dub Green is across the right side of the field.

Eureka, AL Quad

AJK 3333

Blunder Hole
Gear vertical Topo Quad Eureka, Alabama 
Length 3,802 Elevation 1,020 ft.
Depth 353 ft. Map Yes
Pits: 107,34,12,14,41,24,26,(13,9),25,17

Description
The entrance is an obscure hole below a low rock ledge on the contact bench. Downslope and through a narrow vertical spot
is a small situp room, just beyond is a 107-foot pit. (This is a surface rig.) There are two small sharp ledges that need pads. It
is a mostly free drop with a ledge about 30 feet from the floor. There is a formation pocket on this ledge. Water pours into the
pit on the opposite wall, but the pit is dry. At the bottom is a short section of walking passage to a flowstone blockage (Scuba
Squeeze). All the water and air goes under this very low spot (a body length), Then the canyon opens to a mostly hands and
knees crawl to a four foot climbdown followed by a 7-foot climbdown to the top of a 34-foot pit. There are two bolts on the
right wall. This drop is wet and lands in a nice-sized dome complex. Left upstream leads to a 40 to 50-foot high waterfall
dome. Downstream is a stoop canyon which grades to a smaller passage with a natural bridge and some quicksand. This is
followed by a 12-foot pit. Rig to a large block on the left before the pit. A stoop passage leads past several nice formations to
a seven foot sluice-way climbdown. At the bottom is a deep pool and a narrow meandering walking canyon. The passage gets
narrow with some cascades and it lowers at a flowstone blockage. There is a breakdown block on the right before a hole and
a crawl under the flowstone. There are several small cascades in a hands and knees tube to a large pool. On the left, up high,
is a dry bypass with a V-bend in the middle. At pool level, there is a body length crawl to a hands and knees to walking pas-
sage, then a lower passage up and over a low natural bridge. This continues under formations and flowstone in a tube which
gets larger with cascades. 

The passage becomes a downcutting walking canyon with formations to a 14-foot pit. Rig to a large column on the left wall.
This is followed by the Willies. The first is a 41-foot wet pit (one bolt on left wall over drop), at the bottom, a short hands and
knees tube leads to a 24-foot wet pit (one bolt on left wall). This pit drops into a large hall with some very nice formations to
the left. Down a short cascade is a wet 13-foot climbdown split by a partition. A narrow walking canyon continues to a 5-foot
sluiceway climbdown with a natural bridge and pool. At the bottom, a walking canyon continues around a large vertical par-
tition then up and over a narrow spot. This canyon ends at a flowstone infeeder. On the left, down low, is a 20-foot long wet
stream crawl (very low in places), it opens to a narrow walking canyon which gets wider. The water disappears under a ledge
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along the right wall and a dry walking canyon continues but lowers just before a dry 26-foot pit. Rig to a formation break-
down block in the passage. (This is the main route to the bottom of the cave.) By crossing over the top of this pit, a narrow
canyon with some hands and knees crawl leads to 7-foot climbdown with a chert bridge at the top and pool at the bottom. The
narrow canyon continues with several small climbdowns to the top of a 13-foot pit. At the bottom of the pit, a canyon con-
tinues to a 12-foot climbdown that is offset twice with very nice formations below. The walking canyon leads to a long, nar-
row deep bathtub (waist deep in places). This ends at an 8-foot flowstone climb up with nice formations. On the other side, a
12-foot climbdown on flowstone leads to a T-junction with a stream passage. Left (upstream) leads to several hundred feet of
passage. Right (downstream) is a short crawl to a walking passage with lots of formations. There is an 8-foot flowstone climb
up on the right that leads to a very nice formation area. The stream that had disappeared enters again in a sizeable room with
breakdown which is mostly cemented sandstone. The passage drops four feet and under a ledge on the left into a hands and
knees crawl. It continues past a couple of dry cascades to a 9-foot pit with a large pool at the bottom. The rig is a marginal
flake on the right wall. 

A stoop canyon continues and water forms a 2.5-foot waterfall from a small tube on the right. A lower passage begins to mean-
der as a lower water crawl leading to a low airspace. It gets a little bigger as a meandering canyon. Just beyond is a sit up spot.
There is a very tight spot beyond which is 100 feet of low crawl with a thin film of water over flowstone. This is followed by
a second, very tight spot and the end of this route. Back at the bottom of the 26-foot pit (having a huge waterfilled pothole
halfway down). A very narrow scalloped passage continues to a V-bend on the left. There is a small tube connection on the
left to a point under the 7-foot climbdown. Another V-bend to the right, in a very narrow scalloped canyon, leads to a V-bend
to the left. The very narrow canyon goes to a narrow 7-foot climbdown. At the bottom is a narrow spot for 15 feet to a 4-foot
climbdown and very low dig. The dig is 8-feet long and low.A narrow muddy canyon continues on the other side to a low wet
hog-waller. Past that, the passage becomes a slightly larger canyon. The stream re-enters the passage and the next 1,000 feet
is a downgradient stream passage with a slick floor. At the point where it finally begins to get larger, beautiful formations are
numerous. There is a side passage on the right with 3 to 4-foot long white soda straws and columns. This passage continues
for about 200 feet to a point where digging is necessary. The main stream passage continues to improve and there are nice for-
mations. It ends at a 25-foot pit. The pit is narrow at the top and the rig point is a formation on the right. There is a sizeable
dome room at the bottom. The water enters a too-tight crawl but there is a gravel crawl to the left that leads to a Y-junction
with a small infeeder on the left. The infeeder on the left has been pushed for 200 feet and continues. To the right, at the Y
and down a flowstone crawl, the passage intercepts the water and a low chert crawl continues for 25 feet to a 17-foot pit. The
pit has a very tight entrance and the rig point is a massive chert ledge. The pit drops directly into the sump pool which is four
feet deep at its deepest point.

AJK 1078

Guys Cave
Gear vertical, 200’, 100’, 50’, 50’ropes Topo Quad Eureka, Alabama 
Length 4,311 ft. Elevation 1,140 ft.
Depth 468 ft. Map No
Pits 18, 66, 31, 23 ft.

Description
The entrance is located at the upper end of a very large sink. Majors Pit (AJK989) is a 45-foot open air pit at the lower end
of the sink. Guys Cave has two entrances. One is a 23-foot pit, the other a 15-foot climbdown. The main water enters the 15-
foot climbdown. This leads downslope and under the 23-foot pit and into the main route to the left. Within ten feet, there is
an 18-foot pit with two bolts on the right. This drop is wet. The water goes downslope and filters into gravel. There is a nar-
row passage to the right at the base of the drop. THIS IS NOT THE WAY. The main route is up a 5-foot climb on the right
wall near where the water sinks. A small passage leads directly to the next pit which is basically one pit broken into a 66-foot
and 33-foot segment. There are two major ledges and bolts for rigging. This pit could be rigged with one 200-foot rope. A nice
downcutting stream passage continues below this. The water goes into a small pit. An overpass leads to the top of the
Hurricane Shaft which is a 66-foot pit with two bolts for rigging. It is mostly a wall drop which is wet towards the bottom.
The pit lands in a large room and the main route continues into a stream passage and under some large breakdown blocks fol-
lowed by a 31-foot pit (2 bolts). At the bottom of this pit, a downcutting stream canyon ends at a swallow hole which has a
very tight flowstone plug. All the water enters this hole and there is a low airspace. THIS IS NOT THE WAY TO GO. The
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main route continues up a flowstone climb to a large pool of water then another flowstone climb to a junction. Left goes to a
cul-de-sac. The passage to the right is the main route which is walking passage with a small flowstone climbdown into a lower
level of the canyon. At any place after this climbdown, it is 30-feet down to rejoin the main stream passage in a walking
canyon. This passage lowers to a hands and knees crawl (dry) which continues to a very wet crawl with a low airspace. The
low airspace continues for 50 feet and goes as a normal stream crawl. There is some walking passage after 300 feet of crawl-
ing. This passage is heavily decorated and ends in a pit which can be traversed on the left to a 7-foot climbdown into a small
room. The next pit is slightly to the right and is 23-foot deep. The rig point is a small hole in a flowstone formation on the left
wall. A downsloping stream passage quickly lowers to a water filled stoop passage and then a sump. There is a four-foot
climbup into a hands and knees stream passage which circles back around to the base of the 23-foot pit.
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AJK 1345

McBrides Cave
Gear vertical, two-100’ropes, wetsuit Topo Quad Eureka, Tennessee
Length 6,333 ft. Elevation 700 ft.
Depth 435 ft. Map: No

Description
McBrides Cave is one of the classic deep pull-down through trips in the Southeast. The upper entrance is located on the right
side of streambed, just before a natural bridge which spans the creek bed. There is an entrance just beyond the natural bridge
that captures most of the stream which enters the cave. From the entrance, a 20-foot broken climbdown leads to a 25-foot pit.
There is a natural rig to do a pull down with on the left. At the bottom is a 20-foot pit that leads to an eight foot climbdown
and then a 30-foot pit. There is a natural rig for this pull down. From the bottom of the 30-foot pit, there is a horizontal sec-
tion of mostly hands and knees stream crawl that grades to walking passage. This leads to a 25-foot pit (two bolts on the wall).
Don’t rappel completely to the bottom of the pit, get off on a ledge six feet from the bottom. There are two ways to go from
here. Following the stream leads through some low, wet areas. This is the access to the Alabama Run Section. The easier route
is a climb up on the left through some breakdown which leads to a high canyon passage. With the exception of a couple of
crawls (not low), it is all walking and dry. At the end of this passage is a 15-foot climbdown with flowstone around the edge
which leads back to the lower stream passage. From here, the stream passage continues as walking for a few hundred feet to
a climb up and over some breakdown. There is a short crawl, and then back to walking passage to a large room with a break-
down floor. At the end of this large passage, there is a small hole in the break down that is hard to find. This spirals down
among the breakdown through some small spots, and then leads back to the stream. It is easiest to find by following the air-
flow.A walking stream passage leads to a difficult 8-foot climbdown with a large plunge pool at the bottom Do not jump into
the plunge pool because a hidden ledge can injure you! This is followed by a very wet, 77-foot pit. There is a rig point up high
and to the left (by climbing up above the pit, a dry 90-foot rig can be done.) The pit is offset 15 feet below the lip by a major
ledge. The remainder is a wall drop and quite wet. There is a large deep pool at the bottom. From the bottom of the pit, trav-
el up and over a breakdown pile to a 25-foot pit. Rig this pull down to a large boulder at the edge of the pit. From the base of
this pit, a short walking passage leads to a small climbdown and a 30-foot pit. The rig point is a small solution hole on the
left. There is a deep pool at the bottom of this pit. A crawl begins and lasts for several hundred feet - mostly hands and knees
with some deep water. The passage lowers onto a chert floor just before the next pit. This passage is very windy and in high
water, can be a low air space. At the end of this crawl is an awkward 9-foot pit with a pull down rig on a wedged boulder.
(This is a difficult pit to negotiate). The nine-foot pit lands on a ledge, there is a continuation of 20 feet to the floor. There is
a deep pool at the bottom of this pit. Another hands and knees crawl begins for several hundred feet, with some deep water
and low air spaces and higher water levels. The passage becomes walking just before a 25-foot pit. The pulldown rig is up
high in a hole. This pit drops into a room with very deep water (over your head). Circle around the pit on the right side. The
passage from here to the lower entrance is about 2,500 feet and alternates from mostly hands and knees crawling over a sharp
chert floor to occassional walking passage. There are only two places where the cave passage leaves the stream — follow the
air. There are very nice formations in the lower section.

Access
The owners, the Loyds, are very friendly. They have endured two major cave rescues in their front yard. They ask that you
stop by and ask before visiting the cave and absolutely no one is allowed in the cave during wet weather . McBrides can offer
some challenging vertical work to the novice multi-drop caver. Prior experience is important.
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AJK 248

Talley Ditch Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Eureka, Alabama
Length 11,715 ft. Elevation 650 ft.
Depth 27 ft. Map No

Description
This is a big, easy, horizontal cave and is over two miles long with five known entrances. (For a detailed information on its history,
see Marion O. Smith’s article on the saltpeter history of caves elsewhere in this guidebook)

AJK 1435

Thunder Hole

Gear vertical, 100’, 40’, 60’, Topo Quad Eureka, Alabama
120’, and 100’ropes Elevation 1,120 ft.

Length 1,704 ft.
Depth 460 ft. Map No

Description
Thunder Hole is a wetsuit multi-drop cave. There is a tight squeeze before the third drop that will keep some stout cavers out.
There are five pits: 80’, 22’, 46’, 95’, and 66’ to the bottom. Rig the far side of the entrance pit to get the maximum effect
from the waterfall. From the bottom, follow the water to the second drop. From the bottom of this drop, don’t follow the water.
Instead, exit the room crawling and join the water after a few turns. Follow the water 50 feet and turn left. Go through the
Exhalation Squeeze if you can. Don’t try it with a chest harness on. Follow the water down three more drops to the bottom.

Grant, AL Quad

AJK 317

Guffey Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Grant, Alabama 
Length 32726 ft. Elevation 820 ft.
Depth 210 ft. Map Yes

Description
A large dry cave with nice formation galleries. Very few people make the entrance-to-entrance trip which involves some crawl-
ing and getting wet in a few pools. There is enough big cave in the section accessible from the main entrance to spend all day
without getting wet or doing any real crawling. A traverse on the right side of the entrance room, followed by a short climb-
down, takes you into the main trunk passage.

Access
The parking area is owned by a different individual than the cave. The parking area owner has been known to charge for park-
ing. The cave owner explicitly asks that he be contacted before visiting the cave. Check with the cave information desk at the
convention before planning a trip.
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Hytop, AL Quad

AJK 323 & 324

Jess Elliott Cave and Tate Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Hytop, Alabama
Length 24,934 ft. Elevation 720 ft.
Depth 147 ft. Map No

Description
Jess Elliot is a very large and interesting cave. It was connected to nearby Iron Hoop Cave via some low, wet crawls which
flood shut during wet weather. The best way to see the cave is to skip the connection and use the entrances separately. The
Jess Elliot segment is about 8,000 feet long and is primarily a large walking passage. The Iron Hoop Section starts with some
crawling but soon pops into impressive borehole.

Tate Cave is just over 4,000 feet long, mostly walking, and also connects to Jess Elliott Cave.

Access
These caves are on hunting club property and are off limits during hunting season. Most people park at the big “Blue Hole.”

AJK 1571, 1563 & 1564

Mandys Pit, Holiday Hole, and Sixty-Seven Dollar Pit

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad Hytop, Alabama
Length 831 ft. Elevation 1,220 ft.
Depth 210 ft., 105 ft., and 84 ft. Map No

Description
Mandys Pit is a very pretty pit. A 15-foot climbdown leads to a free drop of 161 feet. Holiday Hole is a nice 105-foot pit.
Sixty-Seven Dollar Pit is an 82-foot pit with a six foot diameter entrance located along the bench about halfway between
Mandys Pit and Holiday Hole. 

Access
To visit these caves travel through the Skyline Wildlife Management Area property and walk down from above.

King Cove, AL Quad

AJK 943, 756, & 876

Grahams Pit, Dinky Pit, and Snakes 200

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad King Cove, Alabama 
Length none Elevation 1,320 ft.
Depth 130 ft., 171 ft., and 156 ft. Map No

Description
These three nice open-air pits are close together on the ridge. Dinky Pit and Snakes 200 are a few feet apart. Grahams Pit is
about a quarter of a mile farther along the road. 
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Lim Rock, AL Quad

AJK 311

Lim Rock Blowing Cave

Gear horizontal, wading Topo Quad Lim Rock, Alabama 
Length 14,694 ft. Elevation 640 ft.
Depth 27 ft. Map Yes

Description
Lim Rock Blowing Cave is a long, smooth stream tube with some formation areas and small rooms. The entrance floods in
wet weather. The cave may be hydrologically connected to Walrus Pot (AJK2000), but wetsuit push efforts, which yielded
several hundred feet of new cave, have not yet succeeded in connecting the two. You don’t need a wetsuit unless you want to
try for a connection. Caution: do not go to this cave in wet weather.

AJK 5858 & 1107

Stephens Gap Cave and Pipeside Pit

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad Lim Rock, Alabama 
Length 1,641 ft. Elevation 950 ft.
Depth 200 ft. Map Yes

Description
Stephens Gap is a beautiful 142-foot pit with several large waterfalls in wet weather. You can rappel the drop to the bottom
and climb out or you can get off on a ledge and walk out the huge horizontal entrance. The cave continues beyond the bottom
of the main pit – there is more passage and another short drop before the end – but most people just come for the spectacular
entrance drop.

Pipeside Pit is a 66-foot pit with a small formation chamber at the bottom. It is located alongside the trail to Stephens Gap.

Access
Stephens Gap is only open from February 1 to September 30. Prior arrangements with Mr. Jim McCamy, of the Jackson
County Emergency Management Agency, must be made. A form must be returned to him, either by mail or fax, before your
trip. It includes information on when the trip is and how many cavers are in the group. These forms will be available at the
cave information booth during convention. It will be your responsibility to return the forms to him.
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(Photo by Joe Douglas)
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Monteagle, TN Quad

TMN 130

Animal Farm Cave
Gear horizontal Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
Length 1,207 ft Elevation 1,120 ft.
Depth 45 ft. Map Yes

Description
The entrance to Animal Farm is a small hole, about one foot wide, located in the bottom of a small sink. This leads to a break-
down area where you must climb down into the first room which is about 35 feet in diameter. Stay along the right hand wall
and continue through the breakdown into a stooping and crawling passage about 100 feet long. This leads into the main pas-
sage which averages 25 feet wide by 15 feet high and contains a number of large attractive formations. A few side leads are
present.

Access
Special permission has been granted for Animal Farm just before, during and just after the convention. The gate on the access
road will be unlocked. Please respect the owners land and leave all gates as you find them.

TMN 224, 209 & 211

Clod Hole, Rhonda Well, and Will Well
Gear vertical, 250’rope Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
Length 50 ft. Elevation 1,300 ft.
Depth 194 ft., 123 ft., 71 ft. Map No

Description
Clod Hole is a free, open-air, 185-foot pit. About 30 feet off the bottom you can go through a five foot long crawl and do an
additional 39-foot drop to the bottom of the cave at 194 feet. Rhonda Well and Will Well are located close by on the hillside.
Will Well is a 71-foot pit. Rhonda Well is a 25-foot crawl to a 123-foot pit.
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A group of TAG cavers (and a dog!) on their way to
Monteagle Saltpeter Cave on a rainy day.

(Photo by John Hickman)



TMN 32, 103 & NA

Ravens Den Pit, Ricks Pit, Feral Swine Cave

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
Length 50’, 25’ & 247’ Elevation 1,270 ft.
Depth 125’, 140’ & 170’ Map No

Description
Ravens Den is one of three open-air pits that are close together. A 125-foot drop leads to passages that end in the bottom of
the other drops which are 46 and 74 feet. The three pits are a couple of hundred feet uphill and left of a huge sink. The main
125-foot drop is the best of the three.

Ricks Pit contains a 96-foot pit followed by a separate 44-foot pit located about 1,000 feet southwest of the big sink at the
same elevation.

Feral Swine Cave is a newly discovered pit about 1,000 feet southwest along the ridge past Ricks Pit at the same elevation.
An obscure 12-foot climbdown entrance leads to a sit-up room, and in one corner is a tight squeeze to a spacious 97-foot wall
drop. There is one bolt present, but it should be backed up to boulders. At the bottom, an 80-foot tall canyon passage slopes
down another 40 vertical feet to a small stream. Beyond this the passage gets small, but has not been fully explored.

TMN 19

Logging Camp Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
Length 1,847 ft. Elevation 760 ft.
Depth 50 ft. Map No

Description
The cave consists mainly of one large room. There are a number of nice formations near the end. The entrance slopes steeply
down to a passage which leads a short distance to an easy 30-foot climb up into the big room. This is a nice, easy cave, suit-
able for everyone.

TMN 163 & 144

Trout Cave and Lost Mule Pit

Gear horizontal, 30’handline, Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
and vertical, 150’rope Elevation 760 ft.

Length 1,500 ft. and 200 ft. Map No
Depth 60 ft. and 120 ft.

Description
Trout Cave is a stream cave leading to a large breakdown room. The entrance requires a 30-foot handline. At the bottom of
the climbdown, the left passage leads to another short climbdown, followed by a 50-foot crawl which opens into the main
trunk passage. Upstream is a large room with unstable breakdown – use extreme caution. The downstream passage is mainly
walking passage.

Lost Mule Pit is an open-air drop of 103 feet. The entrance is about seven feet in diameter. The pit bells out into a rather large
cavern with no cave passage at the bottom. A extra long rope pad is recommended. On the bottom note the 50 year old remains
of a mule. The pit was rediscovered some years ago by Gerald Moni and crew, who were investigating the story of an unfor-
tunate mule that was pulled backward into a black hole by the log it was dragging.
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TMN 22

Martin Springs High Hole

Gear vertical, 150’rope Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
Length 3500 ft. Elevation 940 ft.
Depth 180 ft. Map No

Description
Martin Springs High Hole starts as a broken 117-foot drop in a 40-foot diameter sink. Note the mysterious iron ring in the
wall about 20 feet down. At the bottom, a few climbdowns through breakdown blocks lead to an immense stream passage, in
some places 50 feet wide and 20 feet high. To the right (downstream), 500 feet of wading passage leads to a large sump pool.
This water comes out at Martin Springs Cave about 1,000 feet away. To the left and upstream is walking passage for a few
hundred feet to a large pile of breakdown. A complicated route leads through this pile and returns to walking stream passage
again. Two hundred feet farther along is a low airspace that was recently pushed to reveal another 1,000 feet of big borehole
and finally an upstream sump. WARNING: The entire lower section of the cave floods to the ceiling in high water! A wetsuit
is not needed to see the majority of the cave.

Access
The cave is on property leased by the River States Hunting Club, which prohibits access during hunting season.

TMN 24

Monteagle Saltpeter Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
Length 6,086 ft. Elevation 870 ft.
Depth 50 ft. Map Yes

Description
This dry, well-visited cave trends south-southeast for 650 feet in one passage and 875 feet in another parallel passage. The
numerous side passages constitute the bulk of the cave’s length. Monteagle Saltpeter Cave was mined during the Civil War
for saltpeter. Although most of the artifacts have been destroyed by vandals, some evidence of the saltpeter vats remains. The
cave is fairly interesting and easy. This cave could stand some clean-up trips. (For a detailed information on its history, see Marion O.
Smith’s article on the saltpeter history of caves elsewhere in this guidebook)

Access
The cave is on property leased by the River States Hunting Club, which prohibits access during hunting season.

TMN 313

Tres Well

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad Monteagle, TN
Length 20 ft. Elevation 1,200 ft.
Depth 175 ft. Map No

Description
Tres Well is a 175-foot pit. It is the largest of a collection of several pits grouped close together on the side of Hendrick Point.
Nearby, you will find Dumbat Caverns (160 feet deep in three stages), Devils Fissure (99-foot pit) and Roots and Crawl Pit
(49-foot deep, 150-foot long). All are just downhill from Tres Well.
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Mud Creek, AL Quad

AJK 197

Neversink

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad Mud Creek, Alabama 
Length 100 ft. Elevation 980 ft.
Depth 162 ft. Map Yes

Description
The classic TAG pit. Beautiful waterfalls cascade through the ferns in wet weather. Be sure to take plenty of film. The 100-
foot by 40-foot hole is 162-foot deep and freefall all the way down to the large chamber at the bottom. The SCCI requests that
the number of people visiting the pit be limited to twelve at one time. Please pad the rigging tree to protect the bark.

To avoid parking and over-use problem, access to the property will be limited during those events to prearranged trips 
organized through the Convention. Please stop by the cave information desk before going to this cave.

Access
Neversink and the surrounding forty acres is owned by the Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. A parking area for six cars
is available at the base of the mountain. If the lot is full, please go somewhere else. Cars on the road may be towed by the
neighbors. The access road has been improved for two wheel drive vehicles.

AJK 253

The Diggings Pit

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad Mud Creek, Alabama 
Length 412 ft. Elevation 1,140 ft.
Depth 150 ft. Map Yes

Description
The chief attractions of The Diggings Pit are its proximity to the road and the nice level walk to the entrance. There may be
a small stream flowing into the eight foot by 15-foot entrance during wet weather. The 141-foot drop crosses two large ledges
before reaching the bottom. The cave at the bottom is fairly short and goes back through three domes. In July 1978, Bill Torode
climbed 33 feet up a back wall and discovered an additional 163’of virgin cave.
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kill nothing but time. . . 
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AJK 171

Tumbling Rock Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Mud Creek, Alabama 
Length 6.01 miles Elevation 630 ft.
Depth 445 ft. (Topless Dome) Map Yes (printed in Tumbling Rock article)

Description
Tumbling Rock Cave is located north of Scottsboro, Alabama at the base of Crow Mountain. A small spring flows about 25
feet from the gated entrance. This is the headwaters of Mud Creek. The cave was explored and mapped by the Huntsville
Grotto in the late fifties and early sixties. In 1990, a re-survey project was initiated by Marion O. Smith and Pat Kambesis.
The re-survey was complete in 1996 and a total of 6.01 miles of passage was mapped with a vertical extent of 445 feet. 

Tumbling Rock Cave is mostly dry though there is a small stream that flows in the cave year round. The passages are mostly
walking-sized, horizontal streamways or breakdown-floored chambers. There is some crawling (Suicide Passage, DTPassage)
in order to get to the very back of the cave. Some areas require a bit of climbing to access but can all be done without rope.

The entrance to Tumbling Rock Cave is situated in a small bluff located uphill from the chain link fence just off the road. A
metal gate has been installed in the windy, stoopway entrance. Just beyond the gate, the cave opens up to a dry sediment-
floored walking-height passage. The main water flow in the cave is first encountered at the bottom of a small step-across about
70 feet from the entrance. The stream makes a narrow, low channel which flows under the entrance passage and eventually
resurges in the spring which is situated just downhill of the entrance.
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A caver admires the formations in Chucks Music Box, Tumbling Rock Cave, Jackson County, Alabama. (Photo by Tom Moss)



Just beyond a step-across, there is a small junction after which the main passage and an eastern side passage join together in
a circular mud-floored room. The passage continues over a series of gently sloping mud banks and up a small pile of break-
down. The east side of the passage is a long talus slope leading to a low, impassible crawl.

The main passage continues over more breakdown and back down to stream level. The water has undercut the west side of
the passage and the stream meanders under a low ledge and back out to the middle of the passage.

A series of medium-sized mud mounds edge the east side of the passage and eventually coalesce with a striking, flowstone
mound which almost blocks the passage. There are three routes through this near obstruction. The most travelled goes up and
over the top of the flowstone and down the other side. The other two routes go under the flowstone but are low and wet. All
three routes lead to the site of an old saltpeter works. Marion O. Smith (1990) describes the area as follows:

"The saltpeter mining evidence in Tumbling Rock is considerable. About 1,500 feet from the
entrance are rocks made into a walkway. A few hundred feet further, on a large, high shelf on the
right, are at least five mounds of dirt, which may be the remains of small saltpeter vats. Some thou-
sand feet inside is the main saltpeter area which has at least eight vats and associated dug out areas.
The vats, which are about eight by eight and a half feet, are arranged in tiers of three, two, and
three, with their middle tier having piles of dumped dirt at each end. The wood is mostly rotted
away, leaving only dirt casts, some intact, some broken. On top of one of the vats is a human bare-
foot print, indicating it was probably made while Boyd, Hudson, and Barbee (mining contractors
in 1863) worked the cave."

At the first set of saltpeter vats, the passage splits into a dry upper level and an active stream level. Each level continues sep-
arately for approximately 150 feet and then joins together in a large, decorated corridor. The southwest side of the corridor
contains displays of stalactites, several large columns (Elephants Feet among those) and rimstone pools which cover the flow-
stone floor. The slope off the flowstone goes down to the active stream passage. A sizeable partition separates the upper bypass
beyond the Elephants Feet from the stream level. There is a muddy side passage trending southwest from the upper bypass
and leading to a series of walking passages and crawls which eventually end in breakdown. Back near the Elephants Feet,
there are several notable holes in the ceiling which lead to over 2,500 feet of upper level canyons and domes. The upper level
can be accessed via an infeeder at stream level. 

From the partition, the passages rejoin and form an active stream level edged by mudbanks and breakdown. Along this pas-
sage are several routes into the breakdown which are interconnected and lead to the Sewers. This is an older, intermediate
level segment of cave which terminates in breakdown. One of the interconnecting breakdown routes leads back down into the
main stream passage.

Beyond the Sewers, breakdown partially obstructs the stream passage which leads to Wildcat Rockpile and Pit. The rock pile
is a huge collapse and the stream flows under it in this section. The Wildcat Pit is a 20-foot blind hole which takes water that
is flowing from an upper level dome complex. At the top of the rockpile is a chamber named the Little Hall of Mysteries. An
obscure route from the Little Hall goes through breakdown and through a crawl to some paleo-passage which is probably relat-
ed to the Sewers.

Back at the base of the Wildcat Rockpile, the main passage continues northwest out of the breakdown area and into a stretch
of six to eight-foot tall stream passage. Low, wide mudbanks are common and the stream meanders between the banks and in
some places, undercuts the walls.

After approximately 500 feet, the passage opens up into another large breakdown room. The south-trending slope leads up to
a wide, flat sediment-floored passage which heads south for a little over 1000 feet before ending in mud fill. The north trend-
ing slope goes to the Wind Tunnel and Totem Gallery. At one time, these passageways were heavily decorated as evidenced
by left-over stalagmite nubbins on the floor of the passage. The early explorers reported seeing directional helictities in the
area too, but these have since disappeared due to careless traffic.
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Continuing on from the Totem Gallery about 400 feet, the mud-floored passage appears to almost end in breakdown (the
Hidden Door). However the well-worn trail goes up into the breakdown and comes out again in walking passage. Though it
is not obvious, there are four distinct levels of passage development in this section. The stream level is the lowest and mean-
ders parallel to and less than 20 feet under the main route. Approximately ten feet above the main route is another stretch of
passage which also parallels the main route to the west and joints it ahead at the King's Shower.A fourth parallel passage lies
adjacent to the east and is 10-12 feet below the main route. It joins the main trend at the Christmas Tree in the Great Hall of
Mysteries.

One of the most notable features in the cave lies within the junction of the four passage levels. The Topless Dome is located
on the east side of the main corridor and can be easily located by looking for a stream of water that pours from the ceiling.
The dome is a 396-foot gun-barrel-shaped feature with fairly consistent dimensions of 20 feet in diameter. There is a short
piece of canyon passage that exits the Topless Dome and goes to a series of overlooks into the Great Hall of Mysteries. The
tree trunk in this section was brought in by explorers in the late fifties who used it as a climbing pole.

The water that comes from the Topless Dome flows across the floor of the side passage, drops off a ledge onto the main route,
and then falls again into a west-trending side passage. The waterfall dropoff in the main passage is the Kings Shower. There
is a register located on the west wall adjacent to the shower. Passage at the bottom of the west side passage goes under the
Great Hall of Mysteries for a short way and ends in breakdown.

Beyond the Kings Shower and Topless Dome, the cave passage gets really big. The ceiling of the Great Hall of Mysteries rises
at least 90 feet above the deck in some places, and the hall itself is over 100 feet across at its widest point. Just past the entrance
of the hall, a steep upclimb goes to approximately 100 feet of cut-around passage which rejoins the Great Hall just before
Johnsons Junction.

Continuing down the breakdown pile at the beginning of the Great Hall of Mysteries leads to the Christmas Tree junction area.
The Christmas Tree is a striking flowstone stalagmite located at the base of the slope leading up to Johnsons Junction. There
is a long stalactite that grows directly above the Christmas Tree.

The passage coming in from the east of the Christmas Tree is where one of the main stream parallels mentioned above rejoins.
To the west, a breakdown slope leads to Johnsons Junction and beyond to a series of large breakdown rooms - The Emperors
Room and the Inner Sanctum. These chambers are joined together by a low, tight segment of passage called the Blue Crawl.
This is one of two routes to the next series of breakdown chambers.

The second route can be accessed northeast of the Christmas Tree, just past the "Tumbling Rock" (a precarious looking piece
of breakdown that hangs ominously to the left of the main passage). This second route (which is about 200 feet long through
breakdown) is called the Suicide Crawl, and despite its name, is easier and faster to traverse than the Blue Crawl.

Past the Suicide Crawl, the cave continues as a series of long, breakdown floored corridors (Allen's Alley) for about 500 feet
before dropping to a low 100-foot crawlway. On the other side of the crawl, the cave takes off in big passage called the Hall
of the Gods.

The route through the borehole goes up a moderate breakdown slope and past the Asphalt Ooze - a black sticky substance
(probably asphalt) that is dripping off the ceiling and forming pools on the rocks and the floor below.A thousand feet beyond
the Asphalt Ooze, the breakdown floor slopes upward and coalesces into a massive breakdown mountain called Mount
Olympus. The ceiling rises above the mountain and gives an impressive view of the Pillar of Fire - a massive, multi-colored
flowstone stalagmite. At the foot of the big mite are two smaller ones named the Flamingoes. There is a register near the Pillar.
Be aware that the breakdown slope leading to the Pillar is very slippery and a tumble down would be a serious affair.

There is one more segment of cave beyond the Pillar of Fire and it requires more breakdown negotiation to access it. The
rather obscure route takes off from the east side of Mount Olympus and into breakdown. Don't be deterred by the spray-paint-
ed message of "dead end" in the crawl. (The message was left by the second party to have ever negotiated that far in the crawl
back in 1958.) A little careful maneuvering through 200 feet of crawly, and in some places, squeeze-type passage will lead to
Grants Tomb and eventually Terrys Tiger Teeth.
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Grants Tomb is a rather austere section of cave where breakdown is the rule. On the right side of the passage there is a route
that leads down to a stream junction named The Reflection Pool of Grants Tomb. There is an odd collection of blowup swim-
ming pool toys that someone has left at the junction. Perhaps they planned to use these to push the stream - whatever the case
they are a humorous reminder of exploration techniques gone bad. Downstream goes to a low stream passage that parallels
the main route. Upstream is also low and wet and eventually rejoins the main route underneath and beyond the Tigers Teeth.

The breakdown passage goes for several hundred more feet to one final junction. The northeast side leads to tight, sometimes
unstable canyon passage that ends in a rubble constriction. The northwest segment leads to an uptrending chamber that con-
tains Terrys Tiger Teeth, a peculiar configuration of slabbed breakdown that hangs out of the ceiling. There is one more pas-
sage that goes underneath the Tiger Teeth to a small, muddy stream canyon. The downstream segment of this canyon joins
back to the Reflection Pool at Grants Tomb. The upstream section gets smaller but does carry air and water.

There is a lot of air in this section of cave though none of the remaining passages seem to go anywhere. The good air might
be explained as being a circulation loop between the water passage at the Reflection Pool and the stream canyon beneath the
Tigers Teeth. Or, perhaps the cave does continue on but the cave god have not seen fit to show us the way quite yet. 

When you visit Tumbling Rock Cave, keep in mind that though it has seen over 45 years of caver impact, it is still worth the
effort of caving softly and treading lightly. Also, though everyone is required to pay a "parking fee" to visit the cave, please
be respectful of the landowner and their property.

Access
The Precise family, the residents of the house located across the road from the entrance, control access to Tumbling Rock
Cave. The entrance is gated and one must get permission from the family in order to enter the cave.

Visitation times are fairly flexible as long as the family is onsite. However, they have requested that those wishing to visit the
cave on Sundays make their arrival after 1pm (Central time). There is a $5.00/person parking fee (children 14 years old and
younger are free) and everyone is required to sign a waiver form (children under 18 must have a signed permission slip if their
parent or guardian is not present.) The shed next to the parking area has been modified for caver-use and includes dressing
rooms and restroom facilities.
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John “Rocco” Stembel explains the
nature of the upcoming cave pas -
sage to Steve Collins in McBrides
Cave,Jackson County, Alabama.

(Photo by John Hickman)



New Home, GA Quad

TMN 26

Nickajack Cave

Gear camera, lawn chair Topo Quad New Home, GA
Length 7,898 ft. Elevation 620 ft.
Depth 111 ft. Map No

Description
Located at TVA’s Maple View Recreation Area on the south side of Nickajack Lake and west of Interstate 24, this cave was
partly flooded in the late 1950s by TVA when the lake was created. Today, it contains a large bat colony and is a protected
site. A post-sunset bat flight takes place during the summer months. (For a detailed information on its history, see Marion O. Smith’s arti -
cle on the saltpeter history of caves elsewhere in this guidebook)

TMN 48

Whiteside Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad New Home, GA
Length 6,227 ft. Elevation 740 ft.
Depth 25 ft. Map No

Description
Whiteside Cave is a large, all walking, easy stream cave. The main passage averages more than 20 feet wide and 25 feet high
and runs for over 3,000 feet before branching out to the terminal rooms.

Orme, TN Quad

TMN 54

Circle Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
Length 5,300 ft. Elevation 1,200 ft.
Depth 104 ft. Map No

Description
Circle Cave is a nice horizontal cave. There is over a mile of passage, most of which is walking-sized.
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TMN 349

For a Few Miles More Cave

Gear vertical, 150’rope Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
Length 774 ft. Elevation 1,200 ft.
Depth 224 ft. Map Yes

Description
A damp crawlway leads to a 47-foot pit, which is quickly followed by a second drop of 58 feet. A shorter crawl then opens
into several hundred feet of large cave.

TMN 350

Hang ‘Em High Cave

Gear vertical, 100’, 100’, 80’, 40’ Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
40’, 60’, 60’, 60’ ’ ropes Elevation 1,200 ft.

Length 19,351 ft. Map Yes
Depth 528 ft.

Description
Some folks don’t like the name, but Hang ‘Em High is a fine, deep cave. The drops are (in order): 70’, 36’, 18’, 64’, 25’, 60’,
and 36’. Drops two, three, six, and seven have bolts as the primary anchors with natural backups. The other drops all have
good natural anchors. From the last drop, cross the tall canyon and then stay at the middle level. Broken canyons lead to break-
down chambers and the Your Fault Chamber. From the bottom of this chamber a 400 foot crawl leads to the rest of the cave. 

Access
The parking area is at the Wild Heart Ranch. A five dollar parking fee per vehicle is charged. This offers the best access for
Main Cove and showers are available at the ranch.

TMN 495

Larsons Well

Gear vertical, 200’, 60’ ropes Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
Length 403 ft. Elevation 1,060 ft.
Depth 275 ft. Map Yes

Description
Rig in for a tight couple of feet, passing through a vertical crack. The 161 foot pit bells out into an impressive chamber. Once
on the bottom, follow the passage down to the next pit. Rig around the natural projection up high for a wet, 15-foot drop. A
narrow, 150-foot long canyon leaves this room with climbdowns of four, seven and eight feet each. The canyon enters a large
breakdown room. Following the water in this room requires negotiation of a 20-foot climbdown. The water disappears into a
too tight, rubble-filled crack. 

Access
The pit is owned by Mr. Larson, who is in poor health. Please keep groups small. He does enjoy talking with visitors. Parking
spots are before the wooden bridge.
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TMN 342

Main Well

Gear vertical, ropes 90’, 80’, 35’, 80’, 120’ Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
Length 7,000 ft. Elevation 1,140 ft.
Depth 400 ft. Map No

Description 
The entrance to Main Well is a four foot diameter hole on the slope of a sizeable ravine. The first pit drops 60 feet to a rub-
ble slope; rig to a nearby tree. At the bottom, a tricky 10-foot climbdown leads to a nicely decorated stream canyon passage.
Follow the water until it goes through a too-tight hole, then climb up and over a large flowstone mound. One hundred feet
past that is the next drop of 39 feet, rig to two bolts on the left wall.  At the bottom, follow the water again for several hun-
dred feet until it disappears, then climb up into a fossil canyon passage straight ahead and look for a crawl up and to the left
(if you miss this you’ll reach a flowstone choke). This leads to a walking canyon passage half-filled with breakdown; follow
your nose 100 feet or so to a two foot diameter hole in the floor that drops down 15 feet. Rig to natural anchors. Then the
water is picked up once again, and soon goes down another difficult 15-foot handline drop. Past that, a narrow walking pas-
sage goes for a few hundred feet to the next pit; 60 feet deep and bone dry. Rig to two bolts in the ceiling. At the base of the
pit, follow the water into a low, wet stream passage for 100 feet or so to the last drop of 90 feet (rig to a bolt and natural back-
ups). There’s several thousand feet of crawling, walking and stooping passage beyond that, with various upper levels to
explore. The entire cave is very pretty and scenic, and water protection is only needed on the last 90-foot drop.

TMN 267

Real Well

Gear vertical 220’, 125’, 60’ Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
or 220’, 60’, and 200’ropes, wetsuit Elevation 1,100 ft.

Length 4,000 ft. Map No
Depth 441 ft.

Description
Real Well and Stairstep Well are found in a large, 80-foot deep, steeply sloping sink. Real Well is located on the eastern side
of the sink and is an 86-foot pit which leads into a large room 250 feet long and 75 feet wide. The water from the entrance;
however, enters a stream crawl at the beginning of the room. The crawl is 150 feet long to a blind 25-foot pit. Cross over the
top of the pit to a short crawl. A 40-foot long sloping passage leads to a dome and a 96-foot pit. This pit is actually a 96-foot
high canyon passage. At the bottom, the passage goes upstream 200 feet to a dome with a small waterfall. Downstream, 50
feet from the drop, is a large incoming waterfall. This water is probably coming from Stairstep Well. The passage goes 400
feet to two 15-foot pits. An upper level bypass goes about 50 feet to a 22-foot pit which also goes to the lower stream pas-
sage. Three-hundred feet downstream, the passage becomes too tight. A right hand passage goes into a 100-foot long “Mud
Room” and ends. At the 96-foot pit, you can go down 26 feet to a ledge. This passage is the upper level of a 100-foot plus
canyon passage. About 1,000 feet down this passage, it becomes too wide. A rope rigged here allows a 156-foot drop into the
“Mud Room.” About 120 feet down this pit, a middle level is reached.
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TMN 241

Sweet Pot

Gear vertical, 120’, 75’ropes Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
Length 1,839 ft. Elevation 1,020 ft.
Depth 215 ft. Map No

Description
Sweet Pot is an open-air drop of 75 feet that takes water about one-third of the way down. Rig the low side and put in enough
rope for the second drop. Twenty-five feet from the entrance dome downstream, rig a short, sometimes wet drop of 17 feet.
From the base of the second drop, a stream passage consisting of climbdowns and stoops goes for approximately 120 feet to
a large dome with a 55-foot wet or dry pit. A flowstone-decorated canyon side passage extends for 200 feet away from the
stream. If the water is followed from the base of the rope, it will soon go under a tributary waterfall to a wet 75-foot crawl.
Pop up and out of the stream crawl through a bypass which features a tight 60-foot crawl before returning to the stream pas-
sage. The passage, now larger, is stooping and walking for several feet before becoming low at the stream. A 70-foot narrow
walking side lead, across the stream, goes to a tributary dome. Follow a low passage to the left of the stream for 200 feet to a
large passage. Bear right and up a climb which opens into a large, decorated room. A climbdown below the entrance of this
room will again lead to the stream passage. This nice, clean and mostly walking passage continues for several hundred feet
before the stream disappears into breakdown to terminate the cave. There is a lot of airflow at the very end!

TMN 52

Waterworks Cave

Gear vertical Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
Length 500 ft. Elevation 1,020 ft.
Depth 125 ft. Map No

Description
Waterworks Cave is located in a beautiful 100-foot wide sinkhole with a stream cascading down the back wall. At the bottom
left corner of the sink is a stream passage leading to a 12-foot drop; rig to a natural column. At the bottom is a narrow walk-
ing-sized tube about 100 feet long to the top of a 40-foot drop. Two bolts are present. From there, one can follow a crawl-
ing/stooping passage back under the main sink to a terminal breakdown chamber, or go up a slope and climb up and over a
large breakdown block to a hidden canyon passage. This passage starts out crawling but then gets larger and is nicely deco-
rated. This area of the cave has seen little traffic and probably has more passage to be explored. Both pits are dry for the major-
ity of the year.

TMN 75

White Cricket Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Orme, Tennessee
Length 2,519 ft. Elevation 1,260 ft.
Depth 40 ft. Map No

Description
The entrance is located in a small depression at the foot of a rock bluff. A stream flows out of the entrance and into a shallow,
dead-end pit. The cave is mostly a stream passage that alternates between stooping and walking height. The cave extends for
about 3,000 feet with several breakdown rooms near its end. In the cave is a cave cricket completely covered in calcite, hence
the origin of the cave’s name.
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Paint Rock, AL Quad

AJK 597

Fern Cave – Surprise Pit

Gear vertical, 450’rope Topo Quad Paint Rock, Alabama 
Length 82,525 ft. Elevation 1,120 ft.
Depth 510 ft. Map Yes

Description
Fern is Alabama’s longest and best cave. It contains over 15 miles of passages and has numerous pits, the most famous of
which is 437-foot Surprise Pit. Two of the entrances, the Johnston Entrance and the Morgue Entrance, are owned and man-
aged by the Wheeler Wildlife Refuge. The Morgue Entrance is home to a large bat colony and is off limits during most of the
year. Surprise Pit is leased by the Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc.

To avoid parking and over-use problems, access to the property will be limited during those events to prearranged trips 
organized through the Convention. Please stop by the cave information desk before going to this cave.

Access
A permit is required to visit any part of Fern Cave System. John (JV) Van Swearingen IV, from Huntsville, is the Fern Cave
Access Coordinator because of his role as volunteer employee of the Wheeler Wildlife Refuge and SCCI property manager
for Surprise Pit. To obtain a permit, your request must be received at least two weeks before the trip date. All persons enter-
ing the Fern Cave Complex must be NSS members. SCCI membership is recommended, but not required. The signed permit
will be issued to the trip leader. Any person whose caving capabilities are not known to the FCAC must be prepared to pro-
vide evidence that they are capable of safely and competently doing the cave. This may be accomplished by personal refer-
ence, a caving resume, demonstration, or some other means that would be indicative of their caving competency. If this can
not be done, the FCAC will attempt to provide an escort for the trip. Trips to Surprise Pit in inclement weather are prohibit-
ed. Upon completion of the cave trip, the permit must be filled out and returned to the FCAC within one week of the trip.
Permits for convention week must be arranged in advance. Permits will not be processed during the week of convention.
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A caver admires the formations in Helectite Heaven, Fern Cave, Jackson County, Alabama. (Photo by Dave Bunnell)
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AJK 490

Kennamer Cave

Gear horizontal, 50’handline Topo Quad Paint Rock, Alabama 
Length 11,490 ft. Elevation 1,000 ft.
Depth 200 ft Map Yes

Description
A nice through-trip can be done here since the lower entrance is at the base of the bluff overlooking the approach trail. It is
easier to go from the top down since the lower entrance is rather obscure. If you do, a rope will be handy for belaying or rap-
pelling the three climbdowns. Partway through the cave is a breakdown room featuring Moby Dick, a massive block of fall-
en stone. There are many nice formations and the majority of the passage is large walking cave. When you emerge at the lower
entrance, walk downhill and left to the road.

To avoid parking and over-use problems, access to the property will be limited during those events to prearranged trips 
organized through the Convention. Please stop by the cave information desk before going to this cave.

Access
Three entrances and 100 acres of the land around Kennamer are owned by the Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. The SCCI
requests that the size of groups visiting be limited to twelve or fewer cavers. The SCCI strongly recommends visitors be mem-
bers of the SCCI and NSS. Use only the designated parking area and trail until the SCCI boundary line is reached. The SCCI
does not own the parking area and has use by permission of a neighbor. When using the non-SCC owned entrances (Kenna-
Pit, Orgy or Lower), remember that you are on neighbor’s land and that you are a guest. Park along the road or in the clear-
ing off the main road. Do not block the main road or the 4WD road at the parking area. Please keep noise to a minimum and
be discreet while changing.

Sequatchie, TN Quad

TMN 179

Owen Spring Cave

Gear horizontal, wetsuit Topo Quad Sequatchie, TN
Length 6,626 ft. Elevation 650 ft.
Depth 40 ft. Map Yes

Description
The entrance to Owen Spring is 35 feet wide and 10 feet high with a stream flowing out of the cave. The first several hundred
feet of passage averages five to 10 feet high and 60 to 80 feet wide. After 800 feet, the passage splits with another stream
entering from the left. This side stream comes from a small waterfall in a dome room approximately 1,000 feet away. The
main passage continues to a large breakdown room. From this room, one must swim 60 to 90 feet after which the cave con-
tinues as walking or wading passage. The passage is finally blocked, but a waterfall can be heard beyond the breakdown
choke. A wetsuit is recommended.

Access
Previously, Sequatchie Water Works received its water from the cave. That is no longer the case, and they do not need to be
contacted.
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TMN 40

Signal Light Pit

Gear vertical, 75’rope Topo Quad Sequatchie, TN
Length 14,314 ft. Elevation 750 ft.
Depth 126 ft. Map No

Description
Signal Light Pit is one of the few large open-air pits leading to a multi-mile cave system. The large entrance drop should be
rigged on the high side for a semi-free drop of 54 feet. At the base of the talus slope, turn left and proceed into a medium-
sized breakdown filled room. This room is the junction for two main trunk channels and the passage leading from the pit. A
muddy canyon passage trends southeast from the far left corner of the room and terminates in two crawls, each several hun-
dred feet long. A small stream meanders through this passage.

The other passage is more scenic and much longer and trends southward after beginning at the rear and up high in the junc-
tion room. It averages four feet high and 10 feet wide. After several hundred feet, a junction is encountered. The left passage
goes back into the southeastern passage and the right continues deeper into the cave. From the junction, continue to the right
until the passage lowers and a stacked rock pile can be seen. This rock pile, possibly built by TVA surveyors, reached the ceil-
ing and completely blocked the passage before cavers removed part of it to push the cave. When it was partially removed,
over 2,000 feet of virgin cave was found beyond.

Beyond the now partial rock wall, the cave continues some 800 feet as a low wide crawl into a large 50 foot wide and 40 foot
high trunk passage. At the bottom of the room, a six foot deep pool must be negotiated to continue unless the Tennessee River
is very low. Beyond the pool, over a thousand feet of large passage ends in breakdown.

Access
The owner requests that cars be parked at the fireworks store nearby and cavers walk up the road.

Sewanee, TN Quad

TFR 52, 18, 59, & 60

Kirby-Smith Cave and Bat Cave
also Bridalveil Falls, Morgans Steep, and Devils Hole

Gear horizontal, optional vertical, Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
50’rope Elevation 1,390 ft.

Length 500 ft.and 240 ft., 
respectively

Depth all approximately 30 ft. Map No

Description
Bridalveil Falls is a scenic waterfall into a large sinkhole. There are actually six small caves in and around the sink. Only three
are listed in the Tennessee Cave Survey. Kirby-Smith Cave has a 30-foot pit entrance for which you will need a 50-foot rope.
At the bottom is a large room and a few hundred feet of passage. Bat Cave starts with a 15-foot crawl and opens into a tall,
narrow canyon.

Morgans Steep is a sandstone cliff frequently used for rappelling. It is a good place to try out new vertical gear or practice
technique. Devils Hole (TFR60), a 30-foot pit, is just downhill and is indicated on the Morgans Steep area map.

Access
These features are all located on the Sewanee campus and are within walking distance of the campground. A small parking
area is located just above Morgans Steep.
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TFR 61

Buckets of Blood Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Length 1,022 ft. Elevation 1,580 ft.
Depth 24 ft. Map Yes

Description
This cave is right on campus. It’s an interesting little cave and is surprisingly clean, considering the trash and vandalism evi-
dent in the surrounding area.



TFR 222

Chain Smokehole

Gear vertical, 150’rope Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Length 30 ft. Elevation 1,420 ft.
Depth 118 ft. Map Yes

Description
A 75-foot pit, notable for its close proximity to the campground. Caution should be taken because of the loose rocks at the
top.

TFR 9

Dry Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Length 413 ft. Elevation 1,320 ft.
Depth 33 ft. Map Yes

Description
The cave is essentially one big room. It is a good beginner’s cave or a good place to take the kids. Park at the trailer at the end
of the road and follow the trail to the entrance sink.
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TFR 1

Fort-Peebles Cave

Gear vertical, wet; Pits depths from Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Crawl Bluff Entrance (#1): 14’, 16’, Elevation 1460 ft.
13’, 12’, 79’(Halloween Well), and 10’. Map Yes

Length 6,515 ft.
Depth 401 ft.

Description
The cave is formed in the Bangor Limestone, the Hartselle Formation and the Monteagle Limestone. The cave has been con-
nected with Armfield Bluff Horror Hole and has five entrances. From the Crawl Bluff Entrance (#1), go right 50 feet, passing
underneath the Bluff 22-foot Pit Entrance (#2), and then down a 14-foot pit. Go downstream approximately 500 feet to Three
Streams Pit. Left goes upstream to the two Armfield Bluff Horror Hole Entrances (#4 & 5). To continue into the cave from
Three Streams Pit, turn right. After about 70 feet, climb down into the passage in the floor and then down a 16-foot deep pit.
Cross the room at the bottom and climbdown. 

Continue down the passage for 30 feet to a low, flat side passage. At the far left edge of this passage is a narrow vertical climb-
down called the Moni Filter.A handline is useful here. The bottom of the Moni Filter leads to a small room which slopes down
toward its center to a climbdown. This is where the cave goes through the Hartselle Formation. This is very unstable!Carefully
climbdown and crawl through a bathtub. This pops up into the 50th Birthday Passage. Follow this trunk passage downstream
about 1,200 feet. The passage becomes more canyon-like the last 500 feet. This leads into the Breakdown Room. At some
flowstone on the far left side of the room, go down a 13-foot pit to canyon passage below. After about 250 feet at a junction,
continue downstream by turning left and down a 12-foot pit into the Sluice Way. Follow this to Halloween Well, a 79-foot wet
pit.

Cross the room at the bottom of Halloween Well and go into a crawlway. This goes down a 14-foot climbdown and down a
10-foot pit. Continuing downstream, the passage splits with the water going to the right to the deep point which is a sump.
Going to the left at the split leads to a four way intersection. Turning left into a muddy crawl leads into the Sand Room, the
largest room in the cave.

TFR 91

Sewanee Blowhole

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Length 4,000 ft. Elevation 1,000 ft.
Depth 40 ft. Map No

Description
The entrance to this cave is about two feet high and three feet wide. The low crawl widens to 12 feet and slopes to a standup
room 100 feet from the entrance. The cave appears to end, but a squeeze down the back side of a ceiling slab leads into a tight
crawl. First it is a narrow 4-foot long leg-breaker, then a narrow sideways crawl 20 feet long. It opens 6 feet off the floor of
a small room. Beyond this room, the cave becomes damp and one may climb up between breakdown and the wall. The cave
appears to continue, but was not explored further. Despite the difficult access, numerous people have visited the cave to this
point. The entrance section is dry and a strong breeze is present.
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Sewanee Natural Bridge

Gear walking shoes, camera Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Length 130 ft. total length, Elevation 1,800 ft.

27 ft. central span Map No
Depth 23 ft. to top, 18 ft. clearance

Description
Sewanee Natural Bridge is a sandstone arch carved from the edge of Monteagle Mountain. The central span is 27 feet long
and 18 feet above the ground. The rock is part of the Sewanee Conglomerate of Pennsylvanian age. The lintel of the bridge
may be composed of Warren Point Sandstone. The arch is believed to have been created by the action of several springs, which
worked to enlarge a joint in the rock. Two of the springs have disappeared completely since 1913, but the central one is still
visible at the base of the bluff, though it seldom flows now. The first records of the arch are the drawings of Bishop Hoskins
in the 1850s, which appear to be identical with the modern bridge. This, along with photographs from the 1930s, suggests that
the evolution of natural bridges in this climactic setting is a slow process. 

TFR 26

Solomons Temple

Gear horizontal, optional vertical, Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
75’rope Elevation 1,390 ft.

Length 813 ft. Map Yes
Depth 65 ft.

Description
A small cave with some optional short pits. Its main attraction is its proximity to the campground. 

TFR 336

Sub-Solomon Cave

Gear horizontal and vertical Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Length 3,755 ft. Elevation 1,150 ft.
Depth 405 ft. Map No

Description
The entrance is in a low bluff/outcrop about 50 feet west of a creek. It measures twelve feet wide and the entrance passage
continues as a hands and knees crawl and stoop for 45 feet to a large rock perched above a broken drop. This drop is 42 feet
deep. At the bottom of this double drop (one rope), the stream is encountered. This stream passage is three feet wide and 5
feet high and is goes 150 feet to an 18-foot climbdown/chimney. While climbable, a hand line might be useful. At the bottom,
a walking passage leads 50 feet into a significant room containing a pool of water. This room contains signatures of early
explorers from the nearby University of the South. Across a pool and up a climb is the continuation of the cave. A wet 22-foot
pit leads down to a gravel and fill choked base level section of the cave. This passage has been pushed upstream for approx-
imately 800 feet through two near sumps.

From the top of the 22-foot pit, the water can be followed up to a wet dome approximately 18 feet high which must be rigged
to ascend. Above this is another room which contains a waterfall entering from above. This stream is most probably pene-
trating the Hartselle sandstone above and originates in a Bangor limestone cave somewhere further up the cove.
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TFR 28

Walker Spring Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
Length 10,000 ft. Elevation 1,050 ft.
Depth 100 ft. Map No

Description
Walker Spring is a moderately large, easily accessible, stream cave. It is similar to nearby Wet Cave, but smaller in size. The
cave requires wading at a low section near the entrance which is a small hole just above the spring. Much of the cave is wet
stoopway and crawlway with a few large rooms. A wetsuit is only needed in cold weather or for cold-natured cavers.

Access
Same parking area and landowner requests as Wet Cave. With a quarter mile hike, don’t dress for the cold until you reach the
cave.

TFR 30

Wet Cave/Above Wet Cave

Gear horizontal and/or vertical, Topo Quad Sewanee, Tennessee
two 100’ropes Elevation 780 ft.

Length 7,467 ft.
Depth 401 ft. Map Yes

Description
You can spend a fun day exploring the lower portion of the Wet Cave without doing any vertical work, or you can do an excit-
ing seven drop pull-down trip from the upper entrance. The majority of the lower cave is large walking passage.

The pull-down trip is a different story. The entrance is in a sink with an inflowing stream. Just inside is a 28-foot pit followed
by 600 feet of stream crawl. It is sometimes necessary to dig out a 20-foot long low-air-space section at the start of the stream
crawl in order to get through. After the crawl, the cave is mostly walking. Follow the water down six more pits: 69’, 35’, 14’,
21’, 25’, and 59’. The last drop puts you into the bottom cave. The upper section of the cave is about 1,500 feet long and
requires a wetsuit and an electric light. (See John Stembel’s article on pull-down trips for more information.)

Access
The landowner, Mr. Clark, requests that cavers park away from his house and next to the grape vines. Someone not on the trip
must know where you are and be notified when you finish. If no one is home, leave a note on your car(s) indicating your
expected departure time and whether your group is on the Wet Cave horizontal, vertical or Walker Springs trip. Mr. Clark also
recommends that vertical trips not park on the mountain road and instead bushwack up from the lower entrance.
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Sinking Cove, TN Quad

TFR 16

Buggytop Cave (Lost Cove Cave/Peter Cave)

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Sinking Cove, Tennessee
Length 5,000 ft. Elevation 800 ft.
Depth 160 ft. Map No

Description
Located within a State natural area, this cave has one of the most impressive entrances in the state. It is 100 feet wide and 80
feet high and opens at the base of a 150-foot high overhanging bluff. The cave stream cascades down from the entrance. From
the main entrance, the cave runs northeast for 375 feet through large passage strewn with breakdown. A second entrance is
located on the east side of the passage. The main passage continues 600 feet north to a large breakdown collapse. Climbing
over this, you will arrive at the largest chamber in the cave, a 200 foot by 300 foot room with the stream flowing through the
middle. The Peter Cave entrance is located on the east side of the room. To continue, climb up over the breakdown and fol-
low the water, sometimes wading in the stream, for 2,200 feet to the end in the breakdown.

Access
It is a two mile hike from the parking area off Highway 56 to the cave. In the past, there have been security problems in the
parking lot, but the State has taken steps to curb this. Don’t leave valuables in sight.

TFR 6

Crownover Saltpeter Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Sinking Cove, Tennessee
Length 14,255 ft. Elevation 800 ft.
Depth 68 ft. Map Yes

Description
The small entrance offers no suggestion to the impressive borehole found beyond. The low entrance opens into large passage
which runs about 1,000 feet to a breakdown area. Follow the passage down the slope, under the maze, then turn left and go
about 100 feet. Go through the crawl to a climbdown. Don’t climb down, instead go straight across and climb up to reach the
main portion of the cave. Some people have trouble negotiating the step across. Past this point, the nature of the cave changes
drastically. In the back is a formation area featuring flowstone and stalactites. (For a detailed information on its history, see Marion O.
Smith’s article on the saltpeter history of caves elsewhere in this guidebook)

Access
If you are familiar with the old parking area, you should now park at the neighbors’house, the Hannahs, on the Sewanee side
of the old parking area. They have parking available in their field. Please ask someone or leave a note explaining you are in
the cave and what time you expect to exit.
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TFR 11

Flat Cave
Gear vertical Topo Quad Sinking Cove, Tennessee
Length 6,000 ft. Elevation 820 ft.
Depth 100 ft. Map No

Description
The entrance is eight feet wide and four feet high and slopes 10 feet downward to two low and wide rooms — four to five
feet high by 40 feet wide. The rooms are connected by an artificially enlarged crawlway. Saltpeter appears to have been mined
in these rooms. Just as you enter the second room, a crawl leads off to the right. This crawl is easy to find due to the strong
air flow. The crawl leads to a tight hole, then to a pit you bypass and then to another 18-foot pit which you have to go down.
You are now in a large passage which goes 150 feet to a40-foot deep fissure which can be climbed to the right. At this point,
you must crawl approximately 200 feet through breakdown (past the fissure). To the left, a large passage (70 foot wide by 30
foot high) goes several hundred feet southward and ends in a large breakdown. To the right, there is a large passage several
hundred feet long with four pits 30 to 54 feet deep. The passage ends at two pits. The left pit is 54 feet and is blind at the bot-
tom; however, 30 feet down the 54-foot pit is a passage at least 3,000 feet long. This passage is a narrow fissure and most of
the air in the cave comes from this passage.

Access
Stop by and chat with Mr. Cunningham, who lives across the creek from the parking area. He enjoys the company. This cave
and Indian Cave share the same parking area. Sign in at the bat box register

TFR 13

Indian Cave
Gear vertical, 65’and 75’long ropes Topo Quad Sinking Cove, Tennessee
Length 1,499 ft. Elevation 900 ft.
Depth 150 ft. Map: Yes

Description
The cave is developed in the Monteagle Limestone. The entrance is in a 30-foot diameter sinkhole. Climb down the entrance
slope and follow the high canyon passage to Gary is Lost Cairn Room. From here, squeeze through a small connection pas-
sage at the near right-hand side of the room. This leads into the room with a 28-foot pit (A 65-foot rope is required). Going
down the pit and crossing the bottom leads to the Snake Passage, a 200-foot long low crawl. This ends at a 34-foot pit (75-
foot rope required). At the bottom of this second pit, the cave goes in multiple directions. Looking away from the pit, to the
right goes up a breakdown slope into a wide sand crawlway and to the Figure-8 Room. Straight across from the bottom of the
pit, the room goes up an 18-foot breakdown climb. At the far right of this room, a passage leads to a dome-pit. At the far left
part of the room, a hole on a shelf leads to a short canyon which goes into the Scary Hanging Black Death Rock Room. From
here, cross the room to a scree slope which leads to the Scary Hanging Black Death Rock and some upper level passages.
Another passage at the bottom of the second pit ducks back under the pit and leads to a big room with a stream channel run-
ning through it. A passage off the room at the top of the first drop leads upstream 180 feet to a dome which has some unmapped
passage above it. This was bolt climbed by Dave Dehart and company in 1997.

Access
Same as Flat Cave. Cave entrance is half a mile from the parking area
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TFR 24

Sherwood Mountain Pot
Gear vertical, 100’rope Topo Quad Sinking Cove, Tennessee
Length 35 ft. Elevation 950 ft.
Depth 88 ft. Map Yes

Description
A nice 84-foot pit first descended by Bill Cuddington. The drop from the north side is relatively free and deeper than it appears.
This is an excellent place to practice your vertical technique. A true roadside cave.

TFR 87

Tom Pack Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Sinking Cove, Tennessee
Length 15,000 ft. Elevation 800 ft.
Depth 148 ft. Map No

Description
Tom Pack Cave starts out as a short crawlway just off the dry creek bed in Tom Pack Hollow. Once inside, you will find a
couple of short waterfalls (three feet and seven feet), climb both of these and follow the obvious route. You will not always
be in the water, but will always be getting back to it. There are several side leads, but only two of any extent. The first one is
about 400 feet into the cave. You will find a walking lead to the left just as you come out of a breakdown section. Take this
lead and follow it up into an old trunk passage. This passage is about 2,000 feet long and heads mainly west. The other side
lead is actually a climb up through breakdown after you pass through a long walking section and where the water comes out
from under the wall to the left. The climb is to your right. Climb up about 75 feet to a passage leading north. If you follow
this passage through several breakdown sections, you will come to the largest room in the cave. The "Faith Room" is about
200 feet long, 100 feet wide and 75 feet high.

TFR 71

Wilkson Hollow Horror Hole

Gear horizontal, vertical, 200’, Topo Quad Sinking Cove, Tennessee
40’and 120’ropes Elevation 1,140 ft.

Length 11,927 ft. Map Yes
Depth 512 ft.

Description
Wilkson Hollow Horror Hole is a large, complex cave. You can see several hundred feet of upper level passage without doing
any pits. To go to the bottom, follow the main passage from the entrance for about 700 feet, then turn right through a 50-foot
wide by two foot high crawl into the Big Room. Cross the room and go right to the second depression near a formation area
at the right wall. About 10 feet from the right wall, crawl down into the breakdown to the Horror Hole, a 165-foot pit. Get off
rope 10 feet from the bottom onto a large ledge. Follow the passage 300 feet to a 30-foot pit. Descend this and cross the
Okeefenokee Swamp to Bear Well, a 99-foot wet pit. A wetsuit is suggested for trips beyond Bear Well to the bottom of the
cave.
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South Pittsburg, TN Quad

TMN 91

Bible Springs Cave

Gear horizontal, wet Topo Quad South Pittsburg, TN
Length 4,000 ft. Elevation 650 ft.
Depth 40 ft. Map No

Description
Bible Springs Cave is a good cave in which to take the serious novice. The entrance leads to a pool of water about two feet
deep. An easy climb up the seven foot waterfall leads to a canyon passage with many cascades. After negotiating a chest-deep
pool, you enter walking passage. This passage continues as walking/stooping for about 1,000 feet. There is a large parallel
passage on the left with many formations, but it is blocked in many places by breakdown. Follow the water upstream to a 100-
foot water crawl (hands and knees). Just after this crawl, the passage becomes large again. When you pass a large block of
stone on the left, look up to the left for a five-foot climbup to the upper passage. This passage opens out into a large room
with the stream meandering across the floor. The cave continues beyond, but the route is very complicated. Caution: the cave
may flood during heavy rains.

TMN 5

Cagles Chasm

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad South Pittsburg, TN
Length 950 ft. Elevation 1,150 ft.
Depth 210 ft. Map Yes

Description
Cagles Chasm is a complex network of domes and pits. There are three drops which can be rigged from the surface. The main
shaft is a 186-foot freefall drop. Passage below leads to several domes. Jeepside Pit is about 100 feet beyond and to the right
of the main drop. It is a 110-foot drop with one major ledge. There are nice formations at the bottom. A light is required for
this drop. Shallow Pit (80 feet) is uphill and slightly to the right of Jeepside.

Access
At the owner’s request, be off the mountain before dark!
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Donna Capps negotiating a low air space passage in Bible Springs Cave,
Marion County, Tennessee. (Photo by Steve Capps)
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TMN 6

Cedar Ridge Crystal Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad South Pittsburg, TN
Length 684 ft. Elevation 670 ft.
Depth 13 ft. Map Yes

Description
The gated entrance opens into a small chamber. A short crawl to the right leads to a large formation room which is heavily
decorated with soda straws, columns, and many other formations. Across the room, a slot leads down into a smaller coral for-
mation room. The cave is very photogenic. Vandalism by locals, including the removal of formations for sale at a nearby gas
station, motivated local cavers to construct a steel gate. Access is controlled by the Chattanooga Grotto. Through the effects
of the vandalism are visible, the cave is still one of the most beautiful in the area. 

Access
During caving events, access to this cave is restricted. Special keys are available at the cave information desk. Please limit
group sizes. It might be wise to lock yourself in the cave.

TMN 107

Haggard Cave

Gear vertical, 75’rope or 50’rope Topo Quad South Pittsburg, TN
and 30’handline Elevation 800 ft.

Length 1,326 ft. Map Yes
Depth 107 ft.

Description
A 26-foot entrance pit leads to a small crawlway at the base of a talus slope. The crawl is 15 feet long and leads to a 10-foot
climbable pit. A handline would be advisable here. The bottom of this pit is well decorated, as is the rest of the cave. From
this point, squeeze through two stalagmites, up over a flowstone slope, and through a keyhole to emerge in large walking pas-
sage. This passage extends for some 1,000 feet before ending. Climbing up and down while traversing the cave is necessary
because of extensive and massive breakdown. The average passage dimensions are 40 feet wide and 35 feet high. 

TMN 159

Possum Well

Gear vertical, 150’rope Topo Quad South Pittsburg, TN
Length 25 ft. Elevation 1,100 ft.
Depth 133 ft. Map No

Description
Possum well is a very scenic 133-foot surface pit, small at the top but belling out nicely towards the bottom. The entrance is
an obvious chert-covered crack on the western slope of a shallow ravine. Bring a rope pad.
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TMN 64

Raulston Pit

Gear vertical, 125’, 80’ropes Topo Quad South Pittsburg, TN
Length 776 ft. Elevation 930 ft.
Depth 188 ft. Map No

Description
After periods of heavy rainfall, water cascades down a boulder-filled streambed then suddenly disappears into a small hole
in the rock. This is Raulston Pit. The pit drops 79 feet to a major ledge, followed by a 62-foot plunge for a total of 141 feet.
There are a few old bolts at the ledge. At the bottom there is a 100-foot crawlway to a stream. The cave makes a 300-foot
loop, then ends in a large, unstable room.

Access
Ask permission of Mrs. Murray, the landowner. If she is home, please spend a moment chatting with her, otherwise leave a
note on your car dashboard.

TMN 44

South Pittsburg Pit

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad South Pittsburg, TN
Length 2,199 ft. Elevation 970 ft.
Depth 200 ft. Map No

Description
The entrance is 40 feet long and 10 feet wide, dropping 160 feet to a large talus slope. Several hundred feet of cave leads
south from an 18-foot climbup. The passage splits left and right. The left fork is well decorated and the right fork features
large domes. This pit also features a beautiful shaft of light in late afternoon, beaming to the bottom.

To avoid parking and over-use problems, access to the property will be limited during those events to prearranged trips 
organized through the Convention. Please stop by the cave information desk before going to this cave.

South Pittsburg Pit will be closed all day Wednesday during the Convention for an NSSphotography Workshop!

Access
South Pittsburg Pit and one acre around the entrance are leased by the Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. The SCCI requests
that the size of groups visiting be limited to twelve or fewer cavers. The SCCI strongly recommends visitors be members of
the SCCI and NSS membership. The only parking spot is Loyd Park located at the end of a street. This is in a neighborhood
surrounded by houses, so please be discreet and do not change clothes at the cars. Any inappropriate behavior by cavers could
jeopardize the lease.
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Sulphur Springs, Al-GA Quad

GDD 62

Hurricane Cave

Gear horizontal; through trip is wet and Topo Quad Sulphur Springs, AL-GA
requires (2) 50' handlines, vertical
gear may also be necessary Elevation 795 ft.

Length 6,271 ft. Map Yes (See Hurricane Cave Article)

Depth ~250 ft.

Description
The entrance to the cave is through a 160-foot long, three foot diameter, round drainage culvert. Follow the passage upstream
approximately 1,000 feet through mostly walking passage. Chimney up a 5-foot climb and follow the passage into the "Dry
Room.” There is a register on the left wall. The crawlway on the right wall leads to the "Bear Room" and mud sculptures. The
main route from the "Dry Room" is a climbdown into the canyon passage in the middle of the room. Continue upstream
approximately 100 feet to "The Junction.” The narrow canyon passage to the right leads to the "Hurricane Shower,” a 15-foot
high waterfall entering from the ceiling. Further up this passage are several rimstone dams followed by some crawlways.

Back at "The Junction,” continuing straight leads to "Chert Falls,” a 10-foot high waterfall. A climbup in the passage just
before the falls leads to a tube with a false chert floor. Crawl through the tube into more upstream walking passage. Near the
end of this passage, at the base of a flowstone bell, is a body-sized hole named the "Air Chute.” Air sometimes rushes through
this hole like a hurricane, giving the cave its name. The rest of the cave is through this squeeze and is wet and tight in sever-
al spots.

To do a through trip, start at the upper entrance. Use a 50-foot handline for the entrance section. After a 15-foot climbdown,
squeeze horizontally through the tight hole at the bottom and immediately chimney down another 10'. A crawl through a low
area at the bottom leads to a junction with a small stream. An upstream crawl leads to a decorated trunk passage. (Please stay
on the trail marked with flagging.) The main route continues downstream to a climbdown into a tall trunk passage. A second
climbdown on the right leads to an 11-foot drop. The drop can be wet and vertical gear is suggested. Use a 50-foot rope, or
twice this for a pulldown. 

Continuing downstream, the high canyon passage ends in a crawl at the floor. Crawl downstream to a junction. Continue
downstream to the right. The passage goes approximately 700 feet through narrow walking and crawling passages, and final-
ly a belly crawl through a long bathtub. This comes out in the "Green Shale Junction Room.” Following the stream, go down
a 5-foot waterfall and through a tight squeeze at a flowstone constriction. Then crawl through a water-filled passage which
gets to 2.5' deep at the end before continuing through a tight 15-foot long tube which starts at the ceiling. (Note: When water
levels are high, water can back up in the tube. It also has projections which grab loose clothes and such.) A short crawl then
leads back to the "Air Chute.”

Access
To access the culvert (lower) entrance of Hurricane, take the square drainage culvert under I-59. (Be careful for nails sticking
out of the ceiling and walls from the concrete forms.) When the culvert splits, take the left side. After exiting the culvert, fol-
low the stream to the left to a three-foot diameter, round culvert. This is the lower entrance to the cave.
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Trey White descending into the main pit of Cagles Chasm, Marion County, Tennessee. (Photo by Bobby Biddix)



Swearengin, AL Quad

AJK 50

Sauta Cave

Gear lawn chair, camera Topo Quad Swearengin, Alabama 
Length 14,628 ft. Elevation 745 ft.
Depth 150 ft. Map No

Description
If you are on the north side of Lake Guntersville at sunset, it is worth your while to watch the summer bat flight from this
cave. Quite a bit has been written about Sauta Cave. The cave is well known for its large gray bat colony and its history of
saltpeter mining. Its saltpeter catacombs are a unique feature among saltpeter caves making it a cave within a cave. Both
entrances are gated and access is controlled by the Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge. It is open periodically for trips.

Trenton, GA Quad

GDD 64

Cemetery Pit

Gear vertical, 300’rope Topo Quad Trenton, GA
Length 13,200 ft. Elevation 1,070 ft.
Depth 200 ft. Map Yes

Description
This is one of Georgia’s finest caves. The 153 foot entrance drop leads to over 2.5 miles of cave, with huge rooms, domes,
borehole passage, waterfalls and formations. Rig from a tree or boulder and use the bolts for direction. The bolts on the right
give a free drop, but require you to walk out on a narrow ledge. The bolts on the left are easier to rig.

From the bottom of the pit, follow a narrow slot up and left to a T-junction. The left route leads to the register room and water-
fall domes. Follow the meandering passage until it slopes steeply down a chute. This ends at a ledge 40 feet off the floor of
the register room. Just before the chute, look for a small hole in the left wall. Crawl down into walking passage. Left leads
back to the entrance. Right leads to the register room via a traverse across Earls ledge. Large tube passages exit from the left
rear of the room and lead to mazes and more large rooms. Climbing up the breakdown on the right will lead to large dome
rooms and waterfalls.

To avoid parking and over-use problems, access to the property will be limited during those events to prearranged trips 
organized through the Convention. Please stop by the cave information desk before going to this cave.

Access
This cave, as well as most on Fox Mountain, is owned by the Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. Parking is available as a
courtesy at Sue’s Market on Highway 11. To return the favor, please patronize the market. You must cross I-59 to reach the
mountain. Be careful. The SCCI requests that the size of groups visiting be limited to twelve or fewer cavers. The SCCI strong-
ly recommends visitors be members of the SCCI and NSS. Please be discreet when changing clothes. It is a good idea to tie
off the end of your rope in the entrance pit. Because of the pit’s offset nature, the rope can not be lowered back down the pit.
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GDD 34

Howards Waterfall Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Trenton, GA
Length 17,580 ft. Elevation 840 ft.
Depth 110 ft. Map Yes

Description
Howards Waterfall Cave is a nice horizontal cave for the entire family. Re-mapping by members of the Dogwood City Grotto
doubled the length of the cave. The cave has been well-visited by locals for many decades. The cave was the scene of a trag-
ic accident on April 16th, 1966, when gasoline leaking into the cave from a nearby service station was ignited by the lamps
of a group of Boy Scouts who were touring the cave. Local caver Rusty Mills entered the cave to help evacuate the Scouts
and was overcome by fumes along with two of the scouts. Rustys Cave, in nearby Rising Fawn, was located but not entered
by Rusty shortly before his death. The cave, which turned out to be one of the most beautiful in the state, was named in his
honor and a plaque was placed at the entrance.

To avoid parking and over-use problems, access to the property will be limited during those events to prearranged trips 
organized through the Convention. Please stop by the cave information desk before going to this cave.

Access
The Southeastern Cave Conservancy, Inc. owns the main entrance to the cave. The SCCI strongly recommends visitors be
members of the SCCI and NSS. Please be discreet while changing clothes. If parking is not available in the spaces next to the
entrance sink, the nearby gas station/convenience store will allow people to park there. The SCCI owns the main entrance.
Please do not use the other entrances.

White City, TN Quad

TMN 161

Catacomb Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad White City, TN
Length 4,019 ft. Elevation 700 ft.
Depth 60 ft. Map No

Description
This is a very easy and interesting stream cave with maze-like features. A noisy lower level stream can be seen from one of
the many levels. Most of the passage is stooping to walking and its lower levels are unexplored. Caution: Cave may flood in
heavy rains.

TMN 274

Fiery Top Drop

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad White City, TN
Length 344 ft. Elevation 1,100 ft.
Depth 166 ft. Map No

Description
Fiery Top Drop is a 160-foot shaft with one slight offset about 120 feet down.
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TMN 38

Sawmill Well

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad White City, TN
Length 430 ft. Elevation 1,160 ft.
Depth 175 ft. Map Yes

Description
This is a nice 155-foot open-air pit with some passage at the bottom. Solution Rift is nearby.

Access
Sawmill is on property owned by Charlie Smith. He asks that no one visit during hunting season. Check in at the house and
if no one is home, leave a note on the door.

TMN 42

Solution Rift

Gear vertical, two 200’ropes, wetsuit & Topo Quad White City, TN
electric lights Elevation 1,100 ft.

Length 4,000 ft. Map No
Depth 433 ft.

Description
Don’t visit this cave without being familiar with the route or during rainy periods. The cave features Confederate Well, a 167
foot pit.(See John Stembel’s pull-down article for a detailed description.)

Access
Solution Rift is on property owned by Charlie Smith. He asks that no one visit during hunting season. Check in at the house
and if no one is home, leave a note on the door. Check the water levels at the resurgence before starting a pull-down trip.
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Whitwell, TN Quad

TMN 160

Butterfly Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Whitwell, TN
Length 4,420 ft. Elevation 800 ft.
Depth 50 ft. Map Yes

Description
The main entrance to Butterfly Cave is five feet high and 15 feet wide. During times of heavy rain, water flows out of the
entrance. The first 200 feet of the cave is a joint-controlled maze, with one passage leading through to intersect a room with
a stream. Upstream leads to a large room with a breakdown choke; downstream continues for over 2,000 feet. The stream
eventually sinks into breakdown that blocks further exploration downstream. Some shallow wading is necessary.

TMN 39

Ship Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Whitwell, TN
Length 3,338 ft. Elevation 775 ft.
Depth 125 ft. Map Yes

Description
A large 30-foot wide and 15-foot high entrance leads to very large breakdown chambers and rooms. The largest of these rooms
is approximately 60 feet high and 550 feet long and ends in breakdown. The cave is easy and very large. Some sections have
exceptionally large formations. An excellent cave to photograph.

Winchester, TN Quad

TFR14

Keith Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Winchester, Tennessee
Length 900 ft. Elevation 1,160 ft.
Depth 50 ft Map Yes

Description
The cave consists mainly of one large room with a skylight entrance above. Keith Cave is a nice easy cave for the entire fam-
ily. There are many large formations. The small entrance opens into a 75-foot crawlway into the main room which is about
300 feet long and 200 feet wide. The skylight makes an impressive beam of light during the summer months.

Access
Recently logging activity has obscured the trail from Keith Cave Road. Once you find the old logging camp, poke around on
the back left of the clearing for the cave entrance among the boulders.
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OTHER CAVES LOCATED ON THE CUMBERLAND PLATEAU

TVB 2

Camps Gulf Cave

Gear horizontal Topo Quad Spencer, Tennessee
Length 12,500 ft. Elevation 1,010 ft.
Depth 300 ft. Map No
Distance 77 miles from Sewanee

Description
The huge entrance to Camps Gulf Cave leads to a few hundred feet of large passage which appears to end at a breakdown pile.
This was the known extent of the cave for many decades, until cavers pushed through the breakdown and found the vast cham-
bers beyond. Climb up and right through the breakdown to emerge eventually in a stadium-sized room. Carbide lights will not
penetrate to the walls of this chamber. Follow the wall around to the right through large passage to another huge chamber.
Continue across and down to a lower trunk passage which eventually ends at a swim. This cave is too big for words. Be care-
ful not to get lost in the massive breakdown rooms on the way out.

TGD 8

Conley Hole

Gear vertical, 200’rope Topo Quad Viola, Tennessee
Length 202 ft. Elevation 1,560 ft.
Depth 186 ft. Map No
Distance 30 miles from Sewanee

Description
Conley Hole is one of the most impressive pits in TAG. The entrance is a 20 foot diameter hole in a flat rock outcrop. The
163-foot shaft soon bells out into an enormous chamber. There are many large flowstone deposits around the bottom. It is pos-
sible to climb up the breakdown along the wall and traverse around most of the chamber on large ledges 50 feet off the floor,
yielding some spectacular views of climbers and rappellers. The pit is wonderfully photogenic. Conley Hole is truly a TAG
Classic. 

Access
The owner of the parking area does not allow visitation during hunting season. If he is not at home, leave a note and park on
the road. The bottom of the mountain can be difficult to navigate in the summer because of underbrush.
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GWK 51

Ellisons Cave

Gear vertical, 150’and 600’ropes Topo Quad Lafayette, Georgia 
Length 63,400 ft. Elevation 1,619 ft.
Depth 1,063 ft. Map No
Distance 72 miles from Sewanee

Description
Ellisons is Georgia’s longest, deepest, biggest, and best cave. Its 586-foot deep Fantastic Pit is the deepest in the continental
United States. Its 440-foot Incredible Pit is the second deepest. It is possible to enter on the west side of Pigeon Mountain,
descend Incredible (and two smaller pits), travel over one mile under the bottom of the mountain, and climb out Fantastic Pit
and the 125-foot Warm Up Pit to emerge on the east side of the mountain. Navigation through the lower cave can be very dif -
ficult. This cave is not for novices. Guided trips may be conducted during convention, check at the cave information booth.

To do the standard Fantastic Pit trip, enter through the New Entrance and follow the Ecstasy Passage downstream to the Warm
Up Pit. Climb up to the right and rig to bolts or a boulder. Rappel the 125-foot pit and exit the room by climbing up break-
down in the rear. At the top of the pile, either ascend the fixed rope to the Attic. Go straight ahead and a few feet to Fantastic
Pit. Crawl around a narrow ledge to the left to a room at the top. Most groups only rig to the ceiling bolts, but a back off to a
boulder can be done. A handline for getting on and off rope can be helpful. Rappel 586-foot to the floor of TAG Hall.

For a detailed account of the exploration of Ellison’s, see Marion Smith’s book, The Exploration and Survey of Ellison’s Cave,
Walker County, Georgia.

Access
The Georgia Department of Natural Resources manages Ellisons. Cavers must complete the registration procedure at the park-
ing area before going into Ellisons. No ropes can be left in the cave overnight. A fixed rope is rigged for the “Elevator” to the
Attic section. It should be checked for wear.

GDD 17

Johnsons Crook Cave

Gear vertical, 60’rope Topo Quad Durham, GA
Length 7,160 ft. Elevation 1,190 ft.
Depth 50 ft. Map Yes
Distance 60 miles from Sewanee

Description
A steeply sloping crevice in a bluff leads to a 20-foot drop. A 60-foot rope may be rigged from the outside or a 25- foot rope
can be used at the bolts in which case a handline would be useful at the entrance. From the bottom of the drop, several break-
down rooms are encountered. At the second room (the Hanging Rock Room), a small climbdown on the right side leads to
Bassets Sand Room. From there, a steep upward slope leads to a crawl. A series of crawls and rooms leads to a 20-foot chim-
ney upward. Crawlways at the top level lead to the Brain Dome and Topless Domes I and II. From the Hanging Rock Room,
a climb leads to the Balcony Room and the old cave. Climb down a stalagmite-topped breakdown block to the stream level.
Follow a crawlway left to the Sewers and eventually to the Devils Dungeon where there is a spectacular waterfall.
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GDD 438

Lost Canyon Cave

Gear vertical, 150’rope Topo Quad Durham, GA
Length 1,277 ft. Elevation 1,600 ft.
Depth 352 ft. Map No
Distance ~60 miles from Sewanee

Description
Although this cave was dug open only a few years ago, it is certainly one of the deepest caves in Georgia. The 114-foot
entrance pit is quite narrow at the top, but bells out to a nice wall drop for the last hundred feet or so. At the bottom, a tall
canyon passage with a sticky mud floor is encountered, and beyond that the cave begins to corkscrew down, down, down
through several routes to the bottom, where a tiny trickle of water goes through a too-tight crack. Horizontal passages on var-
ious levels give the cave a 3-D, mazy feel, and some formations and popcorn-covered walls can be found. There is at least
one good bolt to help redirect the rope at the entrance, but good solid trees are available as well.

GWK 29

Pettijohns Cave

Gear horizontal, 50’ handline Topo Quad Lafayette, Georgia 
Length 31,490 ft. Elevation 990 ft.
Depth 235 ft. Map Yes
Distance 76 miles from Sewanee

Description
This is one of Georgia’s best caves with over five miles of passages, rooms, domes, formations, and waterfalls. The cave
begins with an easy corkscrew climbdown into a large breakdown passage. This passage is about 500-foot long and averages
40 feet wide and 30 feet high. At its end, a lead on the left side opens into a terminal room with some formations. Numerous
side passages are found by climbing through the breakdown near either wall of the main trunk. About halfway down the main
trunk on the left side, a climbdown leads to a series of crawls and stoopways ending at a muddy climbdown to the stream
level. A handline is recommended here. There is a passage both upstream and downstream. Downstream, a 4-foot wide and
15-foot high passage meanders for several hundred feet to a stream junction. Upstream from the junction there are some damp
and muddy crawls, two short waterfall climbs, and a lot of big cave. From the back of the main passage, a complicated route
leads down the breakdown to the Worm Tube, a very low crawl, and to the Echo Room, the largest room in the cave. 

Access
The Georgia Department of Natural Resources manages Pettijohns. Cavers must complete the registration procedure at the
parking area before entering.
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