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Send items for the calendar to davebunnell@
comcast.net at least 4 weeks before desired month of 
publication (e.g., by April 1 for the May issue). 

USA
December 4, 2021—NSS Regular Board Meeting 
at 9AM CDT, held via Zoom. The meeting will be 
open to all members. A zoom link will be added to 
the NSS web page before the meeting.

January 31-February 6, 2022—The Hawaii 
Grotto will be hosting Hawaii Cave Week. You 
know it’s gonna be cold where you are, so come 
bask in some Hawaiian lava caves, take part in 
removing invasive plant/tree species, and learn 
how to sketch a cave. The annual grotto meeting 
is scheduled for Saturday, February 5th, and will 
be held at Ka’u Cave Farm on Hawaii Island. 
Membership to the Hawaii Grotto is included with 
your NSS Membership. For more information, or 
if you would like to join the Hawaii Grotto, please 
email Kim Fedrick at kfdrck@gmail.com. You can 
also find us on Facebook.

INTERNATIONAL
July 24-31, 2022—18th International Congress 
of Speleology in Savoie, France, http://uis2021. 
speleos.fr/

Pool Parlor Stalagmite-Bighorn Caverns earned a Merit Award for Will Boekel in the 2021 Photo 
Salon

YOUTUBE
International Year of Caves and Karst MOVIE

mailto:kfdrck@gmail.com
mailto:davebunnel@comcast.net
mailto:davebunnel@comcast.net
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POSTMASTERS OR MEMBERS: 
Send address changes to the National Speleological 
Society Office, contact information below.

Deadline: Ads, articles, and announcements should be sent to the 
editor by the 1st of the month, 1 month before the month of issue (e.g., 
material for the March issue n eeds to be in by Feb. 1). 
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Classic view greeting cavers as they enter Savage Cove. Bost 
homestead circa 1815, resurgence spring is located at base of slope 
behind this log house.

On July 24 this year, the NSS Board 
of Governors approved a Memorandum 
of Understanding to establish the Nunley 
Mountain Cave Nature Preserve, the 23rd 
such conservation unit in our expand-
ing network. This Preserve consists of 
approximately 323 rugged acres of mature 
hardwood forestland adjacent to the Collins 
River Valley, situated on the western escarp-
ment of the Cumberland Plateau just south of 
McMinnville, Tennessee. Beautiful waterfalls, 
cascades, and bluffs adorn the scenic courses 
of Savage Cove Creek and Easter Branch 
that dissect this significant karst property. 
As of August 2012 (with the last survey 
session conducted in Nunley Mountain Cave) 
the system length was calculated at 15.08 
miles by the original project cartographer 
David Parr; thus this new Preserve is the 
largest NSS-managed unit, both in terms 
of surface acreage as well as subsurface 
length of cave passages. Nunley Mountain 
Cave is dominated by majestic borehole 
trunks that also shelter the most delicate of 
gypsum and aragonite deposits; three gated 
entrances to the system currently exist on 
the Preserve, along with ten smaller caves 
and pits catalogued by the Tennessee Cave 
Survey plus several additional karst features. 
Biological resources at this Preserve likewise 
claim significance with a dozen cave-obligate 
species identified in preliminary inventory 
(including the Southern Cavefish and an 
endemic cave beetle); the Savage Cove hard-
wood habitat of the Preserve also harbors a 
spectacular array of botanical species, includ-
ing large populations of the federally-listed 
endangered Morefield’s Leatherflower. 

This writer continues as owner of 
the Preserve property in a management 

partnership with the National Speleological 
Society; I am also a manager for the Preserve 
with a dedicated support team of other 
NSS members. Management goals for this 
Preserve include access for NSS members 
and affiliated cavers via permitted visits, 
with priority given to management-related 
activities such as cave survey and mapping, 
resource inventory, route maintenance, 
advanced photography, monitoring and 
research in disciplines such as speleobiol-
ogy, paleontology, hydrology, etc. We 
are pursuing plans to develop a cadre of 
Preserve Navigators to assist permitted 
groups during both management-related and 
recreational caving trips; also we expect to 
offer pre-arranged trips that interested NSS 
cavers can join, including special outings for 
novices and families with younger children. 
For the general public I expect to establish 
a private program of conservation educa-
tion based upon guided interpretive trips 
into limited areas of Nunley Mountain Cave 
and the Savage Cove property, to teach 
understanding of the subterranean and 
surface environments along with principles 
of responsible caving ethics and practice.

Savage Cove itself has been settled 
since about 1815 with the construction of 
a two-story log cabin for the family of John 
and Alice Bost, still standing at the mouth of 
the valley near the large resurgence spring 
that carries the underground drainage for 
Nunley Mountain Cave and its related karst 
watershed. An extensive network of old 
wagon roads weaves up Savage Cove past 
sites of pioneer homesteads; the presence of 
even earlier inhabitants has been verified via 
a rock shelter within the Preserve tract that 
was utilized by ancient Native Americans. 

Nevertheless, the several former entrances 
of Nunley Mountain Cave were mostly buried 
by surface erosion long before human impact 
on the landscape. Not until April 29 of 1982 
was a blowing crawlway off the Savage Cove 
creekbed finally breached by Nashville cavers 
David Parr, Joel Buckner, and Drex Freeman, 
the first penetration into what became 
known as Nunley Mountain Cave. With 
limited access over intervening years, this 
cave system remains relatively pristine, with 
good preservation of many outstanding (and 
delicate) resources. This NSS Preserve will 
carry forward this conservation focus while 
facilitating permitted access for management 

Nunley Mountain Cave: 23rd Nature Preserve of the NSS
Julianne Ramsey, NSS 23686RL

Greer Gallery entrance re-opened October 
2017. This gated culvert leads to base of the 
bluff with borehole passage just beyond. 
Welcome to the Hobbit Hole!

Approaching sump bypass area into Wanamaker River off the Lamb’s 
Trail, with unsurveyed base-level passage verified beyond this sump.
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and recreation, encouraging participation in 
many research opportunities, and reactivat-
ing the earlier system survey. The photos 
that accompany this article will help illustrate 
several important areas of Nunley Mountain 
Cave and the Preserve property; the balance 
of this discussion will better acquaint our 
members with a general overview of these 
resources.

Nunley Mountain Cave would seem 
rather unusual for a major TAG system in 
that its sprawling reaches are relatively easy 
to navigate; no wetsuit or vertical gear is 
needed except in far eastern portions of the 
cave network (see centerfold map). However 
the sheer distances involved still guarantee 

an arduous trek for many cavers. Starting 
near the eastern limits of the system, a sump 
bypass off the Lamb’s Trail into Wanamaker 
River leads to an intriguing area that has 
never been surveyed; despite its “sheepish” 
name, this route down to the base-level 
waterway involves extensive exposed free-
climbing. Continuing westward on the main 
trade route, the cave’s nature shifts dramati-
cally with the surprising Guano Trunk, the 
first of many pleasant boreholes that define 
the system; its western end bifurcates with an 
unusual sandstone ceiling and deep canyon 
floor that once attracted a massive bat colony 
in the Late Pleistocene era. Radiocarbon-
dating from paleo-guano cores collected here 

prove the surface of 
the yard-deep deposit 
is some 31,500 years 
old; the lowest portion 
of this paleo-guano 

drift still datable by C14 methods is about 
41,000 years old, though deeper mineralized 
layers are even more ancient. This vicinity 
holds significant promise for environmental 
and climate data research utilizing these 
paleo-guano resources, which also hint of 
upper-level passages not yet discovered in 
this region of the system.

The south-central portion of Nunley 
Mountain Cave has a complex relationship of 
passages dating from different eras of devel-
opment. Bat Mortuary is a strikingly tall and 
narrow canyon that experienced successive 
periods of silt fill and re-excavation, leaving 
behind a true caving roller-coaster with tanta-
lizing drafts of airflow that suggest further 
passage openings not yet spotted in the lofty 
reaches of its upper walls. Neighboring Greer 
Gallery could have been the source of the 
Bat Mortuary silt fill since its western half is 
floored with similar material; evidence indi-
cates the Greer Gallery borehole was once 
a stream passage with a surface entrance 
at its western terminus (now situated some 
100 feet above the present-day elevation 
of Savage Cove Creek). As Greer Gallery 
expanded its eastern dimensions, collateral 
maze development began the process of silt 
removal to leave behind a gigantic break-
down “trough.” While this portion of Greer 
Gallery excavated downward, adjoining Inner 
Sanctum expanded upward in the primary 
Monteagle Limestone via concentric ceiling 
collapse to eventually pierce the Hartselle 
Formation (the conventional geologic “cap” 
for TAG speleogenesis) and continuing 
into the Bangor Limestone (a rare occur-
rence in TAG cave development). Beneath 
Inner Sanctum itself is another surprise, 
a spar-studded alcove with equally rare 
mineralization, such as the elegant Gypsum 
Daggers. An additional nearby ancient bat 
roost, the Guano Desert, compounds the 
mystery of this area, however its paleo-
guano floor has not yet been carbon-dated 
or investigated.

Photo taken April 25 of 2021 during Brian Pease radiolocation trip 
for new Straw Hall entrance. Cavers gathering to assist in-cave, 
foreground L to R: Chris Durai, Michael Ketzner, Ronnie Tidwell, Mike 
Moser. Two mid-system crawlway entrances are located on either side 
of this creekbed just outside the photo frame; twin waterfalls highlight 
this scenic karst basin. Photo by Alea Moore.

View of massive paleo-guano deposit at west end of Guano Trunk. Cores collected here were 
C14 dated 31,500 years old at the surface and 41,000 years oldest datable depth. Note yellow 
sandstone ceiling, with rough texture ideal for roosting bat toeholds.

Another view of Guano Trunk, central portion.
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First drop into Bat Mortuary, note  steep bank 
of silt fill.

Inner Sanctum, largest room in Nunley Mountain Cave. Concentric ceiling collapse moves upward from Monteagle Limestone through Hartselle 
Formation to exposed Bangor Limestone. This is unusual in TAG speleogenesis.

Erica Sughrue with rare “gypsum daggers” in alcove below Inner Sanctum, note water droplets 
on the tips of these gypsum stalactites.

Greer Gallery area
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The mid-system central trunk known 
as The Freeway contains an intriguing 
area of concentrated gypsum deposition, 
with wall coatings, ceiling chandeliers, and 
even stalagmites composed of this material.  

Carol Lamers in the Guano Desert, undated 
paleo-guano deposit.

View from breakdown slope below Inner Sanctum, looking towards “pass” into eastern Greer 
Gallery.

Photo from central portion Greer Gallery taken June 23 during 2019 Convention post-trip. Note silt floor, red gypsum ceiling. Adjacent passage 
floor is covered with gypsum curls, carefully flagged.

Continuing westward along this tier brings 
us to a double junction in the northwest 
quarter of the system; the J Survey area 
features colorful gypsum ceilings and delicate 
gypsum flowers, followed by the spectacular 

borehole of Grandeur Avenue with impres-
sive selenite needle and aragonite displays 
that extend southward throughout Ya Na 
Way. This region of the cave has the thick-
est overburden of the entire system by some 
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600 feet depth with over a mile distance from 
any known former entrance, yet Grandeur 
Avenue and Ya Na Way contain four ancient 
skeletons of black bears plus remains of 
smaller mammals such as raccoons and 
wood rats. Beyond this tantalizing mystery is 
potential for discovery of still unknown upper 
passages or extensions that could explain 
this concentration of faunal remains in this 
remote region of Nunley Mountain Cave; 
the various bone deposits require carbon-
dating and other study to help determine the 
prehistoric access into this area.

Additional major borehole trunks are 
situated in the west-central portion of the 
system, two with significant secondary 
deposition. Snowball Avenue features large 
gypsum flowers and impressive aragonite 
frostwork; this passage receives its name 
from the possibly-unique “pillows” formed 
there, which are large solid concretions of 
snowy-white gypsum. Nearby Straw Hall 
displays an amazing coexistence between 
calcite and gypsum formations; abundant 
four-foot-long soda straws adorn ceilings in 
proximity to gypsum-coated passage walls. 
Attractive dripstone and flowstone lead to a 
putative terminus as the overburden thins; 
Straw Hall is the assumed continuation of 
Greer Gallery to the southeast, now sepa-
rated by down-cutting of Savage Cove Creek. 
As with Greer Gallery, Straw Hall once had 
a natural entrance open to the surface; we 
plan to re-establish this entrance into Straw 
Hall to facilitate improved access into the 
sprawling western half of the system (the 
formerly-buried Greer Gallery entrance has 
already been re-opened for better access into 
eastern reaches of the cave). One additional 
major extension occupies the remote south-
west quarter of Nunley Mountain Cave with 
the South Paw Passage, which features the 
largest canyon in the system plus yet another 
deposit of ancient knee-deep paleo-guano 
(not definitively carbon-dated).

If you have enjoyed this preview of  
Nunley Mountain Cave and Nature Preserve, 
we invite you to join with us in our goals of 
conservation, research, and exploration. We 
intend to start a Facebook page for Preserve 
news and trip announcements as well as 
to facilitate communication with the NSS 
membership. At this time you are welcome 
to email comments and questions to the 
author at <jpr3e3@gmail.com> whereas trip 
permits will be issued at <nunleymountain-
preserve@caves.org>. We hope to provide 
primitive camping at this new Preserve for 
permitted trip participants, also a field-
house might be established (off-Preserve) as 
warranted by caver request.

Freeway area

Erica Sughrue admires delicate chandelier in 
The Freeway, possibly gypsum.

Erica with “Gypsum Thing” stalagmite in The 
Freeway.  

Gypsum chandelier, profuse deposition area in The Freeway.
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Grandeur Avenue area

J Survey intersection looking north, note golden gypsum ceiling.

Delicate gypsum flowers in wall near J Survey.

Grandeur Avenue—the name says it all. Erica with an enormous “nest” of gypsum selenite crusts and needles 
in Grandeur Avenue. 
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Erica Sughrue contemplates mummified raccoon in Ya Na Way 
(corrected identification by Dr. Blaine Schubert).

Carol Lamers with skeletal remains of ancient black bears not yet 
investigated, in Crystal Wall Crawl off north end Grandeur Avenue.

Gypsum “swords” six inches long, in Ya Na Way. Aragonite cluster with possible cave cricket, 
in Ya Na Way.
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Massive cave coral mound at Grandeur Avenue intersection with 
Broccoli Boulevard, namesake for latter passage. Erica Sughrue in 
the background.

Large black bear skull at north end Ya Na Way, needs C14 dating.

Snowball Avenue area

Erica Sughrue enjoys elaborate gypsum flower, in Snowball Avenue.
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Aragonite frostwork in Snow-
ball Avenue.
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Aragonite and Frostwork
Aragonite, like calcite, is made up of 

calcium carbonate (CaCO3). It differs from 
calcite, however, in its internal crystalline 
structure. Aragonite crystals are long and 
needle-like (acicular), whereas those of 
calcite tend to be stubby or dog-tooth-
like. Unlike calcite, aragonite is more 
typically a product of evaporation. Bushes 
of acicular aragonite crystals are typically 
called frostwork.

From the Virtual Cave website:
https://caves.org/virtual/virtcave/
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Mid-section Straw Hall, dazzling gypsum-coated walls.
Straw Hall “angel wings” and helictite group 
shot from above, Erica Sughrue looks on.

Carol Lamers in yet another imposing paleo-
guano deposit, South Paw Passage (very 
few visitors to this area), still undated by 
coring technique. Streaky white material 
is “brushite” mineralization of the oldest 
guano layer.

Lofty passage archway, north overlook into Straw Hall.
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Cartography by David Parr using Interleaf mapping 
program (current up to August 2012) with formatting 
updates courtesy Hal Love. Nunley Mountain Cave 
system length (August 2012) calculated at 15.08 miles 
by David Parr.
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Largest canyon in the system, South Paw Passage. Stalagmite group Three Wise Men in Straw Hall, with Erica Sughrue. 

Erica Sughrue at Straw Hall southern terminus. A successful radiolocation promises a re-opened entrance via the dark area at top of slope.
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Carol Lamers in pure-white dripstone grotto off northern Straw Hall.

Four-foot-long soda 
straws in Straw Hall.
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As the wonderful article by Julianne Ramsey in this edition of the 

News illustrates, the NSS cave preserve system has been growing.  
Hard work from Julie Schenck-Brown, Tom Griffin, Jay Clark and 
others over the last many years continues to pay off for the Society 
and its partners. 

The agreement between the NSS and Julianne is a great example 
of cooperation and understanding. In my first talks with Julianne it was 
immediately evident that she was a great steward of an amazing cave. 
To me, it seemed evident that Julianne cared deeply for the cave and 
had great hopes of ensuring that the natural wonder within could be 
shared with conscientious visitors for generations to come.  She also 
had great interest in the exploration opportunities of the cave both 
in the realm of scientific study, and new passage discoveries.  So, it 
became an obvious and natural partnership for the NSS to work with 
her towards these endeavors. Overall, on behalf of the NSS organiza-
tion, I want to thank Julianne for all of her considerations for the cave, 
as well as her skills that she brings to the table. We look forward to 
continuing this wonderful partnership for years to come!

Some NSS members have asked about the continued increase 
of our land holdings and agreements to manage caves across the 
country.  Many of these questions have been centered on the financial 
implications of land ownership and management.  So, I wanted to 
take a moment to hopefully assuage concerns of our members. With 

concluded on page 26



18           NSS NewS, December 2021

[Authors note: Landowner’s approval 
was always granted prior to the entry of 
described caves. Also, the border of the Rio 
Camuy Cave Park was never crossed, even 
underground, and all laws were followed.]

“Tenga cuidado,” he warned. The 
store-keeper guided Russell and Jeanne 
Gurnee a short distance, just across the road 
from the parking lot. Sí, there were caves in 
the area, and sí, he could show them one. 
The man pulled back a curtain of vines and to 
their complete surprise, an enormous pit was 
revealed––it was at least 100 feet in diameter. 
The cavers from New Jersey gasped as they 
took in the immensity of what they were 
seeing. The edge of the mighty sinkhole 
was overhanging, and the jungle–– which 
was perched precariously at its lip––leaned 
inward as if trying to get a better look. The 
couple crawled on their stomachs, getting 
as close to the edge as they dared. The pit 
appeared bottomless, but the telltale roar 
of rapids—El Rio Camuy—could be heard 
echoing, hundreds of feet below. 

The year was 1958. The sight of 
Empalme Pit would mark the beginning of 
the Gurnee’s obsession with the Rio Camuy’s 
underground labyrinth. In time, they would 
organize and lead four major expeditions to 
the island, which would reveal the Camuy 
as being the third-largest underground river 
in the Western Hemisphere. Some of the 
caverns they discovered were so huge, their 
meager lights could not sufficiently illuminate 
them; only bursts of flash-powder could 
produce enough lumens to momentarily 
reveal their scale.

Thanks to the Gurnees, the land above 
the caves was eventually purchased and the 
Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río 
Camuy was created. Lights were wired, 
boardwalks and stairs erected, even a trolley 
was installed. The park could support 1,500 
tourists a day and was readily sold out. Prior 
to 2008, it was the most popular natural 
attraction on the island.

But over the years the park had seen 
some tragedies. In 1968, Hector Bueso, 
aged 30, was on a guided tour of Tres 
Pueblos Sinkhole, when the river suddenly 
flooded and swept him into the downstream 
cave entrance; his body was never recovered. 
In 1975, Francis McKinney––an experienced 
caver who had been awarded the prestigious 
National Speleological Society’s Fellowship 
Award––fell 75 feet to his death while climb-
ing out of the Ventosa entrance. In 1999, 
Francis Reyes, a caving instructor and guide, 
drowned during a flood pulse in Cueva 
Angeles (although technically not inside the 

Camuy Caverns: Puerto Rico’s Lost (and found) National Park
text and photos by Dave Weimer

park, Cueva Angeles is part of the larger 
Camuy cave system). In 2008, Socorro 
Elain Smith, a tourist from California, was 
killed by a falling rock while waiting with 
her husband to board the trolley out of Tres 
Pueblos Sinkhole. In 2011, an employee of a 
zipline operator, Jorge Len Rivera, aged 34, 
drowned while installing a cable across Tres 
Pueblos Sinkhole when a flood pulse swept 
him into the downstream cave entrance. In 
2016, María Lisardi Vázquez, a 32-year-old 
zipline operator, lost her footing and fell over 
400 feet into Tres Pueblos Sinkhole. The 
Sistema Camuy has claimed more lives than 
any other cave or cave system in Puerto Rico; 
most of them technical experts. 

By 2009 the park was falling into disre-
pair. The long boardwalks which provided 
tourists access to cave entrances and obser-
vation decks were beginning to rot. Fallen 
trees and landslides blocked the roads. With 
astonishing speed, the jungle was reclaiming 
the land.

Then came the final blow. Maria––the 
category-5 hurricane which devastated the 
island in September of 2017. The amount 
of water which flooded the caverns was 
biblical. Tres Pueblos Sinkhole flooded to an 
instant lake with an estimated depth of over 
200 feet. Many of the tourist facilities were 
destroyed or washed away. It appeared the 
cave’s large bat populations had either been 
wiped out or evacuated. The park was uncer-
emoniously closed, and has been ever since.

The closure of one of Puertos Rico’s 
most popular natural attractions has been 
detrimental to the local community and the 
loss of state revenue for an already struggling 
economy has done little to help its future 
prospects. However, the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) has allocated 
14 billion dollars in disaster relief since 2017. 
In August of 2020, an additional 84 million 
was allocated for recovery projects, and of 
that, 12 million was designated for repairs 
to parks and recreational facilities. Whether 
Camuy Park will receive any of that money 
is still being decided.

Like Jeanne and Russell before us, 
Ashlee and I had become obsessed with 
the Camuy Caverns. We were residents of 
Puerto Rico, cavers too, and had spent many 
long weekends exploring the island’s karst. 
We had seen old, pixelated photographs 
of the park, and since our equipment was 
modern, we knew we could do better. We 
sensed an opportunity to photograph these 
magnificent caves the way the Gurnee’s saw 
them in 1958––in their original state, before 
the guardrails. Perhaps our pictures could 
be used to garner attention and aid in the 
restoration of the park? It was a wonderful 
thought.

We tried a dozen times to request 
a permit from three different authori-
ties but never received a response. The 
park entrance was guarded 24/7 and our 
Spanish wasn’t good enough for schmooz-

Rio Camuy Resurgence
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ing. However, our research had shown there 
were other ways to legally access the caverns: 
areas outside of the park.

Blue Hole would be our first try at a 
backdoor. The Camuy begins as any other 
river which flows lazily across the surface 
of the land. Blue Hole is the point where 
the river burrows underground. We knew 
from the book Discovery at the Rio Camuy 
that the Gurnee’s had also employed this 
tactic. However, we wondered if anything 
had changed during their 60-year absence. 
Ashlee and I hiked to the river and walked 
downstream. We arrived at the base of a cliff 
and found a massive choke of logs, bamboo, 
and debris. Over a thousand years, every 
branch, twig, and leaf that had fallen into 
the river was piled here. It was the mother 
of all strainers. There were large driftwood 
logs 30 feet up into the trees, evidence that 
the area becomes a lake when flooded. To 
access the caves this way would require a 
great deal of explosives to remove the plug. 
How this curious spot ever got the name Blue 
Hole was a complete mystery to us.

Our next attempt would be through 
Cueva Humo––or Smoke Cave––so named 
for the great number of bats which can 
resemble smoke as they depart on their 
evening forays. I had a general idea where 
Humo was located but the information 
proved insufficient to say the least. The 
jungle was thick, nearly impenetrable. You 
could not go a step forward without first 
chopping a hole through the vegetation. 
There were ants everywhere, falling off the 
trees and down our collars. I would soon 
become familiar with a little plant called 
Carrasco. Carrasco is related to poison 
sumac but its effects are much, much worse. 
Three days later I was in the hospital getting 
steroid injections. The skin on my arms 
bubbled up and became infected. It looked 
like blisters from a third-degree burn and 
itched like hell. Luckily for Ashlee, she did 
not have as severe a reaction as I did.

Ou r  t h i r d  t r y  wa s  t he  Camuy 
Resurgence––where the river reappears 
after traveling underground for several 
miles. We entered the cave with headlamps 
on and followed the river upstream. The 
river was swift and in certain sections we’d 
swim against the current as fast as we could, 
momentarily clawing the wall to catch our 
breaths. In this fashion we pushed through 
several small chambers until our path was 
blocked, once again, this time by a large 
breakdown pile where the ceiling had 
collapsed. The water could squeeze through 
the cracks but we could not. We had failed 
once again.

In our desperation we decided to join a 
caving club. It should be noted that I’m not a 
fan of clubs. Maybe because I’m an introvert. 
Or maybe it’s the associated fees I don’t like. 

Or maybe it’s because I’m wary of cults, 
and clubs seem to have a lot of similarities. 
Whatever the case, it had gotten to a point 
where we were spending too much time 
looking for caves and not enough time actu-
ally inside of caves. In fact, two weeks prior, 
we had spent an entire day looking for Cueva 
Perdida. The name translated is Lost Cave. 
After several hours of hacking at the jungle, 
promising my friends their efforts were worth 
the search, it slowly started to dawn on me 
how the cave got its name. 

In desperation I contacted Sociedad 
Espeleológica de Puerto Rico (SEPRI) 
hoping someone there spoke English. We 
met some very nice, interesting people and in 
time, made some very good friends. But that 
didn’t necessarily mean they were going to 
divulge the location of certain caves. Those, 

Cueva Catedral, Sistema Camuy

Ashlee Lee about to be eaten by T-Rex formation, Cueva Agua 
Evaporada, Sistema Camuy

The ‘Death Star’ formation, Camuy Upper Dry Passage
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apparently, would need to be earned.
Our determination had been paying off 

elsewhere. We found the long lost Cueva 
Perdida after three tries and Cueva Humo 
after two. Neither had been visited since 
Hurricane Maria some three years earlier. We 
thoroughly explored 23 other cave systems 
on the island (often with friends from SEPRI) 
reopening the trails to each of them and 
gaining valuable experience along the way.

We had been dreaming of the Camuy 
Caverns for nearly two years and it looked 
as though our employment on the island was 
coming to an end. We decided to refocus our 
attention entirely on Camuy. We had become 
cavers, afterall, and we were not about to 
leave Puerto Rico without seeing the most 
spectacular caves on the island. 

In trying to find our way into the Camuy 
Caverns, Ashlee and I tried going through 
the front door at Blue Hole, we tried the 
side door at Cueva Humo, and we tried the 
backdoor at the Camuy Resurgence. The 
only entrance left seemed to be the chimney. 
La Ventosa––Spanish for ‘The Sucker’––is an 
unassuming man-sized hole on the side of a 
hill. This small entrance leads to a balcony 
which overlooks a dizzying, 300-foot vertical 
drop to the Rio Camuy far below. 

We hiked up the hill with our ropes and 
climbed over the barbed-wire fence which 
prevents cows and stray dogs from falling 
in the hole. There was a noticeable breeze 
as the vacuum of La Ventosa lived up to its 
name and lured us into the darkness. 

With headlamps on we quickly negoti-

ated a short 15-foot rappel and left the 
rope for our climb back out. Down at 
knee level was a descending crawlway. We 
squeezed down this chute and entered a large 
domed room which gave the impression 
the entire hill we had just been walking on 
was completely hollow. Carefully, we made 
our way to a balcony which overlooked a 
mighty abyss. The echoing rush of the river 
could be heard far below. We switched our 
headlamps to spot-mode but the combina-
tion of our focused beams was still unable 
to reach bottom. The total distance of both 
rappels would equal the height of the Statue 
of Liberty from torch to foundation.

There was an old but sturdy looking 
anchor. We added some webbing for insur-
ance and threw the rope. For three and a half 
seconds it whipped through the air, finally 
hitting bottom with a muffled slap.

“Holy crap.” I said, “That was some 
serious airtime.”

Ashlee nodded, “This is going to be 
epic.”

Clipping my micro-rack into the rope, I 
tentatively walked backwards over the edge. 
I slowly descended off the balcony and away 
from the warm glow of Ashlee’s headlamp. 
I was soon bouncing off the cave wall like 
a moonwalker. It was unnerving not to be 
able to see the bottom of the pit, the white 
rope disappearing into the darkness below. 
Then the walls of the cave belled out and I 
was suddenly hanging free, slowly spinning 
down like a spider from its web. It began 
to dawn on me that the climb out would be 

much more difficult than I expected.
A boulder-strewn ground materialized 

below. The nylon rope began to smell of 
burnt rubber as I slowed my descent. Once 
my feet touched ground, I unclipped the rack 
and took a good look at my surroundings. I 
was in the middle of a cathedral-like room, 
the cave continuing in both directions. It 
was as if I was standing in the middle of a 
huge canyon at night. It was by far the larg-
est cave I had ever seen. I switched on the 
walkie-talkie.

“Okay Ashlee, I’m off-rappel. Please 
be careful.” 

“Coming down.” She said cheerfully.
Far above, Ashlee’s headlamp resem-

bled a solitary star in the night sky. I watched 
her begin the rappel, slowly bouncing down 
until the cave belled out and like me, she 
also began slowly spinning; this time her 
light resembling a lone firefly buzzing around 
in circles.

She touched down with a huge smile on 
her face. “Wow, that was incredible!” 

“Not over yet,” I replied. “We’ve got 
another rappel.”

We gathered our bags and then flagged 
the rope with reflective tape which would 
make it easier to find in the large room. It 
was literally our lifeline. We had no commu-
nication with the outside world and needed 
to take every precaution available.

Just downhill was a house-sized stalag-
mite which thrust upwards like a mighty tusk. 
‘The Tusk’, with its monolithic proportions, 
is likely a hundred thousand years old.

We continued down the muddy slope; 
we knew there was another big drop but 
didn’t know exactly where. We thankfully 
found an old rope running horizontally along 
the wall. We attached ourselves with a cara-
biner and continued to the edge of the drop. 

The edge was on an overhanging pedes-
tal of limestone which looks like a candle 
that has melted all the way to the hilt. We 
tentatively peered over. Fine droplets of mist 
reflected our lights and prevented us from 
seeing bottom. The cacophonous rumble 
of rushing water was much closer now. I 
imagined rapids.  

 I thought aloud, “I don’t know if we 
should do this.”

 Ashlee turned, temporarily blinding me 
with herheadlamp. “What do you mean? 
Why not?” “We can’t see the bottom.” I 
said, shaking my head. “It sounds like we’re 
going to rappel straight into the river and we 
don’t know how deep or fast it is. Sounds 
like it’s really churning down there. Besides, 
we already have a hell of a climb out. Maybe 
we should come back another time.”

“Another t ime?” Ashlee asked, 
confounded. “We did it, we’re here, and 
it’s so close.”

Her reaction made me smile. Typically 

Ashlee under one of several showerhead formations in Cueva Juan Nieves, Rio Encantado
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these caving trips had been my harebrained 
ideas. On more than one occasion I led us 
on some wild goose chase to some obscure 
hole in the ground where we’d find nothing 
more than filth and exhaustion; adventures 
that would test the resolve of even the most 
hardened relationship. But over time she had 
caught the caving bug too and now it seemed 
her determination to see the Rio Camuy was 
even stronger than mine.

“Okay.” I said with a weary smile. “Let’s 
do it.”

“When you get down to the river,” she 
said, “If it looks too deep, just do a change-
over and climb back up.”

I nodded, feigning confidence. Although 
we’d practiced change-overs (the ability to 
switch from descent to ascent with the aid 
of rope-grabbing cam devices) many times at 
a local crag, doing one on a hanging rappel, 
300 feet underground, above a frothing river, 
was a nausea-inducing proposition.  

Swallowing my hesitation, I threw the 
rope and began the descent. Even halfway 
down, the mist swirling around my feet 
prevented me from seeing bottom. The 
nearest wall began to look wet and polished, 
the roar of rapids getting ever louder. Finally, 
the mist parted and I did not like what I saw. 
The cave appeared to be bottomless, the 
void continuing to infinity. I looked to see 
how much rope I had left. It looked as if a 
great wind was blowing the rope back up 
towards me! I suddenly realized it was an 
optical illusion. The river below was calm 
and clear making it look black in the reflec-
tion of my headlamp. The end of the rope 
was floating in the water. Down-canyon 
the river cascaded through a sieve of large 
boulders. It was hard to determine how deep 
the river was, so I slowly lowered myself 

into the water. I thankfully touched ground 
at thigh level.

I waded to a nearby gravel bar and 
radioed Ashlee who was down to the river 
in a matter of minutes. I took a video as she 
rappelled into the Rio Camuy––a moment we 
had been dreaming about since we started 
caving on the island some two years before. 
I waded back into the water and we hugged. 
It was a short celebration, however. We were 
in the belly of the beast now; congratulatory 
speeches could come 
later. 

Ups t ream,  the 
Camuy River flowed 
placidly through a slot 
canyon with high verti-
cal walls. It reminded 
me of The Narrows–– 
a popular destination 
in Zion National Park, 
Utah which frequently 
sees hundreds of visitors 
a day. If we continued 
in that direction, we’d 
eventually make it to 
the Hall of the White 
Maidens: so named for 
the gallery of statue-like 
formations that resides 
there. However, we 
were more interested 
in seeing the enormous 
dimensions of the Big 
Room and the twisting 
house-sized skylight of 
Cueva Espiral which 
opens up 300 vertical 
feet above the surface 
of the river.

We hiked downstream until our path was 
blocked by a pile-up of large boulders and the 
thrashing rapids we had heard from above. 
We attempted to circumvent the obstacle by 
scrambling up and over the boulders. There 
had been an accident in this area during the 
1962 Gurnee Expedition when a member 
of the party, Joe Lawrence, had trusted his 
weight to a boulder the size of a refrigerator 
when it unexpectedly rolled, throwing him 
from the rock and then trapping his arm 

My reaction to Carrasco

‘The Tusk’, Camuy Upper Dry Passage

River canyon in the Rio Camuy
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beneath it. The team rushed to his aid, franti-
cally scratching at the dirt and rock around 
his arm until they freed him. Unlike Joe, we 
did not have a team of rescuers at our side 
if such an event were to happen to us. We 
agreed that we had pushed our luck enough 
for that day. Also, the sure-to-be-exhausting 
rope ascent lingered. 

Ashlee and I took one last look around, 
the beam of our lights crisscrossing through 
the blackness. Our eyes strained to see 
the wonders surrounding us. We were 
filthy, hungry, and soaking wet. But at that 
moment, we had an entire national park to 
ourselves. In our minds, it was as close to 
buried treasure as we were ever going to get.

The ascent up the ropes was long but 
uneventful. Outside the cave entrance, night 
had fallen and the jungle had come alive 
with a symphony orchestrated by frogs and 
insects. As we hiked to the car, I couldn’t 
help but think of the natural wonders in 
the ground below our feet. All that beauty 
and grandeur hidden in the darkness for no 
one to see.

But then it happened: On March 24th, 
the Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del 
Río Camuy reopened and was allowing visi-
tors for the first time in nearly four years. 
Only one cave was accessible, Cueva Clara, 
and only 20 visitors a day could see it. But 
hell, it was better than nothing. Ashlee 
and I got in the car and rushed to the park 
entrance. There wasn’t a line or any cars in 
the parking lot, but when we pulled up to the 
entrance with smiles on our faces, the guard 
informed us that all the tickets were sold out. 
I couldn’t help rolling my eyes.

For now, most of the spectacular forma-
tions of the Camuy will remain in the dark, 
waiting for some brave and determined 
individuals to open the doors wide and share 
them with the world.

Ashlee ascending La Ventosa

Carlsbad Caverns Update 
Carlsbad Caverns National Park has 

updated their Backcountry Caves brochure. 
The new brochure can be downloaded from:

https://www.nps.gov/cave/planyour-
visit/upload/Backcountry-Caves.pdf

To request a recreational permit, please 
email: cave_bc_permits@nps.gov

When the park issues a recreational 
permit, we include an info sheet with a 
step log, cave map, safety information, etc. 
for the cave. Cavers are also provided with 
information regarding the park’s current 
WNS policies.

Carlsbad Cavern is open for self-guided 
tours; however, the park is not currently 
offering ranger-guided tours such as King’s 
Palace, Left Hand Tunnel, Lower Cave, 
Slaughter Canyon Cave, and Spider Cave 
due to COVID restrictions. Ogle Cave is also 
closed to protect the bats.

Carlsbad Caverns National Park is 
thrilled to resume limited volunteer activi-
ties both above ground and on the surface. 
Volunteer activities may involve lint removal 
in Carlsbad Cavern, restoration and radon 
monitoring in our backcountry caves, and 
above-ground native seed collection. Safety is 
our top priority during this challenging time. 
Individuals interested in volunteering should 
contact erin_lynch@nps.gov

Erin Lynch
Physical Scientist, CCNP

Grand Canyon cave bats 
featured in podcast

A podcast series known as The Secret 
Lives of Parks had an October 5th episode 
called “The Undiscovered Cave” that focused 
on some of the science that has taken place 
after cavers discovered a vast new cave 
system in the Grand Canyon over 10 years 
ago. The focus is not so much on the cave 
as on the large number of dead bats found 
within, numbering likely in the thousands 
according to caver Shawn Thomas, who 
is interviewed in the podcast. The striking 
feature of these bats is that they are incred-
ibly well preserved, including soft tissues, and 
represent over a dozen species. The cavers 
collected some 24 specimens that were 
turned over to bat researchers. 

Cavers had speculated that they might 
have all perished in some cataclysmic event, 
but carbon dating instead reveals that the bats 
range from 3500 to 30,000 years of age. So 
whatever killed these bats was present for a 
very long period of time.

Vincent Santucci, one of the research-
ers, notes that this is a research treasure 
trove in another way, in that nowhere else on 

Crowley Lake caves on Arcgis
After reading the article on the caves 

of Crowley Lake in our October issue, 
NSS member Bern Szukalski, who lives in 
southern California, was inspired to create 
an Arcgis demo program that used the loca-
tion map, cartography, and photos from the 
article which I supplied to him for the effort.  
He calls it the Crowley Lake Littoral Cave 
Explorer and it can be viewed here: 

https://bit.ly/3CNequs

earth is there a place where DNA has been 
preserved in tissues covering such a long time 
span, to allow study of evolutionary changes 
detectable in the genomes. So the possibility 
of studies afforded is just beginning. 

Unfortunately the permit agreement 
between with the park precludes a News 
article focusing on the cave’s exploration. 

The podcast can be heard, and a tran-
script downloaded, at https://bit.ly/GC_bats

summary by Dave Bunnell

One of the many mummified bats in the Grand 
Canyon cave featured in the podcast.
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Noted Missouri rock-art site sold
Picture Cave in Warren County, Missouri 

contains a large array of Native American 
wall paintings,and has been described as 
“the most important rock art site in North 
America.”A total of 296 prehistoric glyphs 
are present on the cave walls. On Sept 15 
2021 the cave was sold to an undisclosed 
buyer for over 2 million dollars despite the 
objections of the Osage Nation. The article 
below contains some photos of the art:

https://hyperallergic.com/677162/
osage-nation-decries-sale-of-cave-containing-
indigenous-art/

article URL sent by Rick Banning

erin_lynch@nps.gov
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Hey Everyone! It’s been a long time since 
we’ve had an in-person NSS Convention, so 
we’re excited to announce the 2022 conven-
tion will be held in-person at the Central 
States Fairgrounds in Rapid City, South 
Dakota, June 13-17. 

If you’ve never been to the area before, 
you’re in for a treat. Rapid City sits on the 
edge of the Black Hills, an “island in the 
plains” consisting of 1.2 million acres of 
National Forest land, rugged granite spires 
and peaks, miles of scenic byways and 
hiking trails, and some of the most iconic 
tourist destinations in the nation, like Mount 
Rushmore National Memorial, Crazy Horse 
Memorial, The Badlands, and Custer State 
Park. The hidden waterfalls of Sunday Gulch 
and the towering pinnacles of the Cathedral 
Spires dominate the central southern Black 
Hills, less than an hour from the conven-
tion site. World-class rock-climbing can be 
found in the central granite core of the 
Black Hills, and surrounding this, world-class 
caving opportunities. Two of the longest 
caves in the world lie within the Black Hills 
area – Wind Cave and Jewel Cave, with a 
combined total of more than 363 miles of 
known passage. Another 300 caves and 
around 25 miles of passage exist in other 
caves in the area – some of them a short 10 
minute drive from convention, including the 
newly created Dahm Springs Preserve. One 
of the most unique things about the caving 
in the Black Hills is that it is truly one of the 
last great frontiers of exploration – new cave 
passage is discovered on a regular basis in the 
Black Hills, making exploration here some of 
the most active and productive in the world. 
The caving is truly world-class.

As for the convention site, the camp-
ground, sessions, workshops, banquet and 
other events will all be held at the same site! 
The Central States Fairgrounds has ample 
room for everything we need, and includes 
climate-controlled rooms for almost all of the 
sessions. There’s plenty of space for salons 
in the Fine Arts Building, and vendors will be 
conveniently located in a building between 
the camping area and sessions. It’s only a 
short walk between the two areas, making 
this site ideal to host the convention. Tent 
camping at the fairgrounds is free and is 
included with your convention registration. 
For those wishing to stay off-site, there are 
several local hotels that have been blocked 
out for attendees. We’re also working on 
having dorms available at the South Dakota 

2022 NSS Convention – Rapid City South Dakota
Dan Austin

School of Mines and Technology, just a few 
blocks away from the fairgrounds. If you 
plan on staying off-site during convention 
YOU NEED TO MAKE RESERVATIONS 
NOW! The Black Hills are a tourist hot 
spot and finding rooms or places to stay 
will be nearly impossible the closer we get 
to convention. 

More information and registration can 
be found at our website: nss2022.caves.org  

We’re exc i ted to host  the NSS 
Convention IN PERSON in 2022, and 
we hope to see you on the Frontier of 
Exploration!  

The Black Hills offer an ideal location for convention 
and offer both above-ground as well as underground 
exploration opportunities. (SD Dept. of Tourism Photo)

 A popcorn-lined passage in 
one of the many Black Hills 
caves (Dan Austin Photo)

https://nss2022.caves.org
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Bob Biddix
‘You find it, I’ll photograph it’

This month, we feature someone 
whose cave photography most likely has 
been seen by all cavers. Bob Biddix is a past 
NSS member who has shot award-winning 
photos that have made the cover of this as 
well as several other caving publications.

Why does he do it?
“I only want to show people pictures 

of the underground,” Biddix said, “because 
if people can’t see the pictures, then what 
good are they?”

Q. How did your sense of adventure 
develop?

A. I’ve always loved outdoor adventure. 
I took part in various activities, starting with 
caving, and that led to diving, cycling, and 
mountaineering. But I always came back to 
caving. Out of everything I’ve ever done, the 
underground always calls my name.

Q. Please share some background 
information about yourself.

A. I was born in Nashville, Tennessee 
and have lived close to there for the most 
of my life. At 53, I currently live in Cannon 
County, Tennessee.

Q. Where do you currently work?
A. Without getting into too much detail, 

I am currently a senior diagnostic verification 
analyst for Nissan Motor Corporation. At 
one time I worked for AMEC Environmental 
and, for a short time, was a tower climber 
and installer for Middle Tennessee Two-Way.

Q. How did you learn to be a 
photographer?

A. Throughout high school I never 
had much interest in photography more-
over it was something that came later. I 
eventually graduated in photography and 
actually started my own side business called 
Innermost Imagery where I had photo-
graphed weddings, class reunions, sporting 
events, high school dances, and worked for 
male and female modeling agencies.

I enjoy any and all types of photogra-
phy. Cave photography has proven to be 
quite difficult in getting the images that I 
wanted and becoming disappointed with 
each attempt.

I want to share exactly what I see 
underground with other people so they can 
be as amazing and astounded as I am. Chris 
Howes’ book “Images Below” was a great 
inspiration to me.

Q. How does photography allow you 
to express yourself?

A. I am my own worst critic. Very 
seldom do I see a picture I’ve taken that 
I really like, although there are a lot that 
I think are okay. Out of the thousands of 
photographs I’ve taken, there are probably 
only about five or six that I think are truly 
amazing.

Q. Are there photographers who influ-
ence or inspire you?

A. There are Nick Nichols, a photogra-
pher and former TAG caver from Indiana; 
Peter Jones, a NSS caver from Camden, 
Maine; Norman Thompson, who I assisted 
on a Lechuguilla expedition; and I cannot 
forget Chris Howes, whose influential books 
helped me develop my own technique.

Q. Please list your cave-photography 
equipment. Also, what photo editing 
software do you use?

A. This question always bugs me but 
I will try to answer it. What I use to create 
images really doesn’t matter a great deal. You 
can buy me the most expensive paintbrush 
in the world and I still can’t paint. But here 
goes. Currently I’m using an Olympus (Micro 
4/3 format) camera with a 16mm Panasonic 
lens. I carry three electronic flashes that are 
synchronized with radio frequency slave 
units. This is sometimes combined with flash 
bulbs depending on the size of the room or 
pit to be photographed. I carry all of this with 
the exception of the flashbulb gear.

I do have Photoshop software but I 
don’t really know how to use it very well. 
I don’t shoot RAW files rather I keep it in 
JPEG mode. RAW files are typically for 
photo manipulation and since I don’t know 
how to do that why would I shoot in that 
format? I’ve always been a fan of creating 
good shots in the field rather than correcting 
mistakes at home.

Q. Please tell the story of your first 
cave trip.

A. Ironically, it was a late night trip into 
Snail Shell Cave, which I currently manage 
for the SCCi. I was 19 years old. A high 
school friend, Greg Johns, took me there 
and I thought it was one of the most amaz-
ing experiences. It forever changed my life.

Q. What’s the extend of your domestic 
and international caving?

A. We had a good run in Belize, photo-
graphing caves for various owners and tour 
companies. I’ve made four trips down there, 
visited some caves in Mexico, and done 

five Lechuguilla expeditions, but nothing 
compares to TAG country.

Q. Do you have any other specialized 
training or certifications?

A. In the early 1990s, I completed 
NCRC Level 2. I recommend that every 
caver at least get Level 1 training, which 
will greatly improve your skills while opening 
your eyes to the realities of cave rescue. This 
led to other courses like CPR, First Aid, First 
Responder, Confined Space, Swift Water 
Rescue, Rescue Diver, and SPRAT Level 1. 
At one time, I had visions of becoming an 
EMT Paramedic. 

Q. Considering photography, caving, 
and your other life activities, is one or 
the other more important?

A. Caving was there in the beginning. 
I found while doing expedition caving, it 
was easy to take up backpacking, which 
essentially was good practice for long cave 
expeditions. Cycling became one of those 
things that was just fun. And while caving is 
fairly cheap, cycling is not --especially when 
you get into the types of bikes I ride. Heck, 
new cars are cheaper. Still, some spend 
thousands on boats.

By far, the most physically difficult activ-
ity is climbing and mountaineering. I wish I 
had started 10 years prior to my interest that 
occurred in my mid-30s.

To me, it’s whatever puts enjoyment in 
your life. Do not hold back on things that 
make you happy. Get what you want.
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Selfie on rope at the the O and W Railroad 
overlook in Big South Fork National 
Recreation Area.
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Q. What is it, in your mind and in your 
heart, that drives you to explore caves?

A. I kind of laugh at this question 
because even though I’ve had my share of 
discoveries, explorations, and surveys since 
I started photographing caves, the thrill of 
exploration is not what I’m after. There are 
some great surveyors in my area who are 
constantly finding new caves. They know my 
motto has always been ‘you find it, I’ll photo-
graph it.’ That’s the agreement we have. 

The allure of virgin passage can cause 
some to become progressively fanatical, but 
that’s not me. I am after the next photo-
graph. The one I haven’t thought of yet. The 
one no one has seen. My best photo is the 
one I’m about to do.

Q. What are some of your caving 
accomplishments?

A. I’ve already mentioned Lechuguilla 
and Belize, but I had a really long run photo-
graphing Mammoth Cave, Blue Spring Cave, 
Nunley Mountain Cave, and Cumberland 
Caverns. I cannot forget assisting Larry 
E. Matthews in the production of 12 NSS 
publications containing many beautiful 
photographs along with his historical script. 
[Ed. note: The most recent of these has 
just been published and is available at the 
NSS bookstore...see the ad on page 26].

Q. How did you become preserve 
manager of Snail Shell Cave?

A. Snail Shell is truly a special place. 
It’s a robust cave that can handle lots of 
use. Becoming preserve manager there was 
not what I originally wanted. At the time, I 
was heavy into Lechuguilla expeditions and 
wanted to become the regional coordinator 
there. But several SCCi board members 
talked me into becoming property manager 
of Snail Shell, and it’s now become one 
of the most rewarding positions related to 
caving that I have ever been a part of.

It’s a multi-mile system that is 90 
percent water. While most of the passages 
are large and water filled, if you’re crawling 
in this cave, you’re doing something wrong.

Keeping caves open so anyone and 
everyone can see and enjoy them has always 
been a big desire for me.

Q. What other activities do you enjoy?
A. I have always had an interest in 

bicycles, but only got seriously into cycling 
since about the year 2000. Considered low 
miles by some, I only ride about 4,000 to 
5,000 miles per year, and some of those are 
‘full century rides’ of 100 miles.

Mountaineering has always been highly 
rewarding for me. The mountains that I have 
elected to climb were usually selected as 
having a high success rate. I climbed many 
mountains in the Pacific Northwest, South 

America, and Nepal. There were two 
failed attempts at Everest, primarily due 
to avalanche and extreme altitude being 
an appetite suppressant. I discovered my 
body does not want to eat over 20,000 
feet. Still I’ve had good success at most 
summit attempts.

Q. What effect has the COVID 
pandemic had on your caving 
activities?

A. COVID has not affected me 
much other than some event cancella-
tions. I still do what I do. 

Q. What advice would you give 
young cavers?

A. New people need to take charge. 
Do your own thing and make yourself 
known. Many just don’t have the interest 
to move out from following the footsteps 
in front of them to become the leader of 
the trip. And when there aren’t any trips 
occurring because of COVID, or no one 
around leading them, they get upset and 
disappear. Caving is about exploration, 
not following the person in front of you. Get 
out there and do your own trips. Do your 
own exploration. You will have an endless 
activity that you will never complete in your 
lifetime and you’ll love it!

Become project-oriented by learning 
to survey or taking up cave photography. 
Publish your work so everyone can see it. I 
can really appreciate when someone takes 
a photo of a cave that I have visited or the 
exact place that I have been and photo-
graphed it completely differently. I absolutely 
love that! I deeply appreciate creativity.

Q. What are your remaining 
personal goals in caving, in photog-
raphy, and your plans for the future?

A. Don’t stop. Never slow down. If you 
do, you’ll grow old. Strive to be the Energizer 
Bunny, keep going and going. I’ll continue 
cycling to go faster and climb mountains 
higher but caves and cave photography will 
forever be with me as the things that I hold 
close. 
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Above and below: two of Bob’s favorites from 
his collection. 
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NSS BOOKSTORE
MEMBERS.CAVES.ORG/STORE • BOOKSTORE@CAVES.ORG • (256) 852-1300 
10% discount for NSS members off price shown in ad

This new book by Larry E. Matthews and Bob 
Biddix describes dozens of  the largest and most 
interesting caves in the North Cumberland 
Plateau area of  Tennessee.  The caves described 
are located in Fentress, Overton, and Pickett 
counties.  Some were used by American Indians 
and others were mined for saltpeter.

This large, coffee-table quality book is 
hardbound, 327 pages long, with 296 full-color 
high quality photographs and 31 maps.  

The book chronicles the discovery and 
exploration of  many large and interesting caves, 
including Mountain Eye Cave System, Wolf 
River Cave, Xanadu Cave, and Zarathustra’s 
Cave, with an emphasis on exploration by NSS 
members from the 1950s to the present.

327 pages, full color, hardcover,  $42.00

As we approach the end of the year, the 
NSS in in pretty good shape. The Fall NSS 
Board of Governors meeting is scheduled 
for December 4th at 9 AM CST. You can 
find the link to attend the meeting remotely 
on the NSS web page. There are a number 
of items of interest for the board. They will 
be conducting interviews for the Presidency 
and the Secretary Treasurer who will step 
into their positions at the close of business 
at the Spring board meeting (March 2022).

Kristine Ebrey has been working hard to 
get the NSS finances into Quickbooks and 
we had a special meeting on November 15 
to approve a contract for an accounting firm 
to audit the NSS books. We think that we 
are in pretty good financial shape coming 
out of the pandemic with some large estates 
that have been donated to the NSS. Roswell 
Jones (4822CL, OS,CM,FE), in his recent 
passing, left a sizable portion of his estate to 
the NSS. Roswell was an incredible volun-
teer for the Society when he was an active 
member and has been a great benefactor to 
the NSS in his passing. He was always one 
of the first to jump in an donate for worthy 
causes. In addition, Gail and Ray Beach also 
greatly benefited the NSS both while active 
members and in their passing.

Estate Planning
The NSS and National Speleological 

Foundation encourage our members to 
please think about including the NSS and 
NSF in their estate planning. If you do so, 
we do request that you provide a copy of the 
cover sheet of your estate plan along with 
the information related to the NSS or NSF 
and mail it to the Headquarters in a sealed 
envelope for our records.

I know that we have many other 
members that have included the NSS in their 
estate planning and I want to think them also.

End of Year Giving
I also want to thank those that have 

included the NSS in end-of-year donations. 
The go a long way in helping the NSS meet-
ing our mission.

National Cave and Karst 
Management Symposium

National Cave and Karst Management 
Symposium was held the week of November 
1-5. Being an event involving cavers, cave 
and karst management, it is not without 
organizing difficulties. Jim “Crash” Kennedy 
and his staff have done a wonderful job over- 
coming adversity and on Monday, November 
1, had more than 125 people in attendance 
at the weeklong meeting. The Friday before 

the event, a large water pipe burst in the 
venue and the building was shut down for a 
month of repairs. Jim and his staff scrambled 
and on Friday and over the weekend, found 
another venue in San Marcos, Texas that was 
able to host the meeting. Monday morning 
registration was seamless, and the staff did 
a wonderful job organizing the sessions and 
workshops and held a very nice reception 
Monday evening at the Meadows Center 
on the Campus of Texas State University.

Membership  
Our membership numbers have contin-

ued to climb over the last year. This growth 
is in spite of the pandemic, the inability to 
hold the NSS Convention in July, as well as 
regional events and many grotto meetings, 
etc. Membership continued to climb to 7747 
members for a growth of 82 members in 
October. The highest NSS number issued 
was 71278. Since October 31, 2020, we’ve 
gained 516 more members and 653 NSS 
numbers assigned. I want to acknowledge 
and thank Bob Hoke who provides our 
membership numbers each month.   

Holiday notes
Please take some time to think about 

our many members that have passed during 
2021 and please have a safe holiday. Hope 
to see you all in South Dakota this summer.

Geary Schindel
NSS President

the additions of Nunley Mountain, Mammoth 
Crystal, and the Perkins Preserves in July the 
NSS now has 24 cave and nature preserves 
system wide, with one more acquisition the 
horizon. Luckily, the Society continues to 
be able to support more preserves because 
of a number of factors that keep the costs 
extremely low. To name a few:  Local 
volunteer management who care about the 
caves, support from generous donors to the 
Nature Preserves Fund, non-profit status that 
keeps property taxes very low or at zero, 
a conservation-minded management style 
that protects the caves and leads to safer 
caving practices with low insurance costs, 
and an acquisition policy that weighs each 
acquisition on a number of factors before 
agreements are made. Because of these 
and other factors, the NSS can continue 
to protect caves and cave access on behalf 
of our members in perpetuity. We have the 
ability to continue to grow these important 
agreements and land holdings as good 
opportunities become available, keeping 
a constant eye on the sustainability of this 
effort.  The future continues to look brighter 
for NSS Preserves, and the addition of 
Nunley Mountain to the preserve system, as 
well as Julianne to the preserves team are 
both shining examples of this positive trajec-
tory.  For questions about NSS preserves 
reach out to preserves@caves.org.

Nunley Mt. Cave
(coninuted fom page 17)

https://members.caves.org/store
mailto:bookstore@caves.org
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AD RATES: Now based on the number of lines your ad takes up. It is a flat rate of $3 per line. As a guide, a 
line holds 43-45 characters + spaces at our font and size. 10% discount for runs of 3 months or more.Payment 
must precede publication, but copy should be e-mailed to the editor (nssnews@caves.org), to reserve space. 
Copy should be received one month prior to publication date (e.g., by May 1 for a June issue). Make checks 
payable to the National Speleological Society and send to: Att: NSS News AdvertisiNg, 6001 Pulaski Pike NW, 
Huntsville, AL35810. 

SPELEOBOOKS.COM 518 295 7978. Cave and 
bat gifts, books, clothing and jewelry. Prompt 
personal service since 1973.
W e s t  V i r g i n i a  C a v e  B o o k s 

www.WVASS.org
Is your Grotto or Region looking for new caves 
to explore in the Virginia area? RASS can 
offer your group a complimentary place to 
camp in Bath County, VA, once the COVID-19 
situation has improved.  There are more than 
100 caves within an hour drive. We support 
cave conservation and education. Contact Richie 
Ellison at rellison1120@gmail.com
The Richmond Area Speleological Society 
(RASS) supports cave conservation, education 
and research by offering grants to assist 

projects aligned with these goals. To receive 
a grant request application please email us at 
rass-grants-committee@googlegroups.com. 
Applications reviewed quarterly.                      12
New WV Cave Books: Bulletin 20 Caves & 
Karst of the Culverson Creek Basin, WV by 
Lucas, Balfour, and Dasher. 336 pages, 364 
caves, 208 photos, 80 maps. Color copy on 
USB drive. $35 postpaid;.Bulletin 21 Caves 
and Karst of Mercer & Summers Counties, 
WV by Schaer and Dasher. 186 pages, 226 
caves, 131 photos, 62 maps. $25 postpaid. 
WVASS, PO Box 200, Barrackville, WV 26559 
WVASS@PrehistoricPlanet.com                     12

NSS News Conservation Issue: 
Call for Articles  

Give us a heads up please! Send 
a note to valhildrethwerker@caves.org
• Length up to 2500 words or 

15,000 characters+spaces limit. 
• Send images as tiff or jpeg files, 

maps and illustrations as PDFs. 
Never embed images or figures 
into the document with text!

• Use the NSS News Submission 
and Style Guidelines 

• Please email a notice that you 
plan to submit. Send all submis-
sions to  nssnews@caves.org and 
valhildrethwerker@caves.org  

• Send submissions by January 15!

Describe conservation issues and 
accomplishments in the annual issue!  

Val Hildreth-Werker
NSS News Conservation Editor

The Carbide Dump
Blue Ridge Grotto
October 2021, Vol. 56, Number 9

Dave Socky and several other cavers 
joined Dr. Alex Hastings in removing a large 
cat skeleton from Burja Cave for scientific 
study. A whole weekend was needed to 
meticulously excavate around and strategi-
cally divide up the skeleton for safe transport 
out of the cave. Dr. Hastings, the chair of 
Paleontology at the Science Museum of 
Minnesota, speculates it could be the remains 
of an American Cheetah, however further 
research is needed to verify his suspicions.  

West Virginia Caver
West Virginia Grottos
October 2021, Vol. 39, Number 5

Nikki Fox, Eric Pelkey, and Kyle Mills 
spent a weekend in The Great Savannah 
Cave System’s Echo River tying up leads 
that were left from two years ago. Nearly 900 
feet of passage was added to the books while 
cavers navigated through deep streams and 
surprisingly less mud that expected. 

Nick Socky, Nikki Fox and Dave Knox 
spent a long day trip in the Sweetwater 
section of The Great Savannah Cave 
System. After climbing a short aid pitch 
that terminated in mud fill, the trio explored 
two other short aid climbs before exiting the 
cave due to rising water concerns.

With the help of Yvonne Droms, Mark 
Minton pursued two aid-climbing leads in 
Coon Cave. Both leads presented chal-
lenges with poor quality rock and undercut 
routes. However, Mark was able to summit 
both pitches, finding similar narrow canyon 
passages above both climbs. Digging atop 
these climbs is necessary should they be 
pushed any further. 

The Speleograph   
The Oregon Grotto 
Fall 2021, Issue 437

Garry Petrie, Oscar and Ahrlin Bauman 
returned to Comma Cozy Cave to survey 
their Gifford Pinchot National Forest find 
from earlier this year. The trio hoped they 
could connect the lava tube system into the 
nearby Shallow Cave but had no luck. 
The 1,400 feet of Comma Cozy offer some 
unique ceiling collapses and lava columns, 
while Shallow Cave is a rather formation 
barren 600-foot long stooping and crawling 
lava tube. 

Bob Roe, Garry Petrie and Oscar and 
Ahrlin Bauman resurveyed Skamaniac 
Cave, the second longest lava tube in the 
Falls Creek System. Skamaniac’s 3,600 feet 
of passage contains some of the best forma-
tions in the entire area, with several areas of 
pristine mineral deposits found throughout 
the cave. 

Three shorter caves in the Gifford 
Pinchot National Forest were surveyed by 

Garry Petrie and the Bauman brothers in 
mid-July. The largest of the three, Big Cove 
Cave, appears to be an excellent shelter 
cave, however, the trio have not found any 
archeological artifacts in Big Cove, despite 
several spearpoints and scrappers found in 
the surrounding caves. 

Garry Petrie with large lava column in Comma 
Cozy Cave. The column is 4 feet tall, and 
there’s a little piece of broken lava at its 
base shaped like a comma—hence the cave’s 
name. Photo by Ahrlin Bauman.

http://speleobooks.com
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