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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
Feb-May, 2021—NSS Virtual Cave Rescue 
Series. Second and Fourth Wednesdays of the 
month through the end of May, 2021. 8-10 pm 
(Eastern) on the NSS Zoom channel. Topics 
include patient perspectives, rescue pre-planning 
and operations, patient management, hazardous 
atmospheres, rescuer care, and more. To register 
for these talks, go to: tinyurl.com/4jzmz7et
May 8—As part of the Int’l Year of Cave and 
Karst, The Virginia Cave Board and the Virginia 
Region will present a day-long virtual program 
on Saturday, May8, titled, “The Secrets of 
Caves, Critters, and Rocks.” See https://www.
vacaveweek.com/iyck for more information.
May 28-31, 2021—The Louisville Grotto will 
be hosting Speleofest 2021, Memorial Day 
Weekend, at The Lone Star Preserve, in Hart 
County Kentucky. Early arrival on Wednesday 
and Thursday available, and you can stay until 
Monday. Howdy Party on Friday night. Cave 
Central opens on Friday night with cave trip sign 
ups for the weekend. A Banquet on Saturday 
night with guest speaker and door prizes. 
Plenty of camping spots, port o potty’s, and hot 
showers. Gear Vendors will be onsite. Vendors 
and Inquires, Contact David McClintock, @ 502-
643-4590, or dmcauto@hotmail.com. Visit our 
website for more info and preregistration links. 
Speleofest.com
July 25-July 30, 2021—Virtual NSS convention, 
see http://nss2021.caves.org/
July 25-July 30, 2021— Western Region 
Speleo-Ed, Weed, California. Camping, cave 
trips, workshops, social events! http://wr2021.
nsswest.org/
August 6-8, 2021—Come to the 68th Annual 
Indiana Cave Capers 2021 Edition! This year 
we are back at Crawford County 4H Fairgrounds 
near Morengo, Indiana, home of the 2007 NSS 
National Convention. This  will be another great 
Capers hosted by the Central Indiana Grotto 
featuring access to some of the most rare and 
beautiful caves in Indiana. Enjoy camping, live 
music, banquet, speaker, prizes and more! 
Watch for pre-registration discounts and more 
info coming soon. For more information, go  to 
www.cigcaves.com.
August 13 - 15, 2021—Karst-O-Rama, at Great 
Saltpetre Cave Preserve, Mt. Vernon, Kentucky.
We’re bringing Karst-O-Rama back!  Great cave 
trips and camping, vendors, and a live band with 
a costume party pair well with our sauna, hot 
tub, creek splashing, and, of course, feeding 
your thirst at the Guano Grill for three days of 
downright speleo-fun! This year’s theme has yet 
to be decided. KOR is hosted by the Greater 
Cincinnati Grotto with pre-registration discounts 
and info available soon! For more information, 
see our website at:  karstorama.com/. 
November 1-5, 2021—2021 National Cave 
and Karst Management Symposium  (NCKMS 
2021) will be held in San Marcos, TX, part of 
the beautiful Texas Hill Country.  Featuring Dale 
Pate, NPS National Cave and Karst Program 
Coordinator from 2007 to 2017 and Cave 
Specialist for Carlsbad Caverns National Park 
from 1991 to 2002, to speak at the banquet!  
Learn about “Endangered Species, Endangered 
Caves, Endangered Aquifers.”  Field trips to local 
caves and special access to local show caves!  
Glass-bottom boat tour of local spring!  T-shirt!  
Online pre-registration is open.  Reserve your 
hotel room for reduced rates in an arranged 
block of rooms at two hotels. More details at 
symposium2021.nckms.org

Sam Moore received Merit Awards for these two images in the 2020 Photo Salon. Above: 
Frogging Rope in Secret Cave and below Life Goes On from Neversink
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A Sea Caving Voyage Around Santa Cruz Island, California
text and photos by Dave Bunnell; cave maps by Nancy Pistole

Background
When I first moved to California in 

1980 I was based in Santa Barbara, not 
exactly a caving hot spot. I soon found out 
that California had lots of sea caves, but not 
much had been done in terms of exploring 
and mapping these. So beginning in 1982, 
Carol Vesely and I began a series of trips 
with friends from Southern Cal Grotto to 
map sea caves along the coast and turned 
up some sizable caves. We also formed an 
NSS project, the California Sea Cave Survey.  

The coastal caves were nice but from my 
office window at UC Santa Barbara I could 
see mountainous Santa Cruz island, 25 miles 
away, reputed to have huge sea caves. The 
UC had a research field station out there, 
and for our first trips we stayed there and 
had use of their Boston Whaler. Our first trip 
led to a survey of Painted Cave, the island’s 
largest, and production of a beautiful map 
by Bob Richards. For many years it stood 
as the world’s largest surveyed sea cave, but 
has since been surpassed by several caves in 
New Zealand, and in the USA, by a survey 
of Sea Lion Caves in Oregon.

After a few visits I realized there were 
indeed lots of caves on the island and to 
really work on them needed my own way 
out there, and purchased a 20-foot power-
boat with a cabin, which was christened the 
Island Caver. Over the next 5 years the 
Island Caver made dozens of trips with So 
Cal members and in 1988 I compiled all 
this in Sea Caves of Santa Cruz Island, 
with descriptions of 113 caves and maps of 
over 100 of them. They were of impressive 
length and the combined surveys totaled over 
5 miles of cave! Some were never completed 
due to their orientation towards the most 
prevailing swell conditions and as a result 
some we had never tried to enter. A few 
were explored with cave diving techniques 
but only one of those was mapped.

I then turned my attention to Anacapa 
Island, a smaller group of 3 islets to the 
West. Here we mapped even more caves 
and this yielded a second book, Sea Caves 
of Anacapa Island, published in 1993  
Amazingly, we ended up with 135 surveyed 
caves on this island and close to 4 miles of 
survey! Not nearly as impressive a total as 
Santa Cruz Island but we were very thorough 
and I felt that island was pretty much done, 
with. But I always knew there was more to 
do at Santa Cruz island, especially since it 
has about 5x as much shoreline (100 versus 
20km for Anacapa). During the years of the 
Anacapa survey I had moved to Santa Cruz, 
about a five hour drive from Santa Barbara 
Harbor, and maintaining the Island Caver 

was cumbersome, so I sold it in ‘94. 
After 1988 I managed only five trips 

back to Santa Cruz Island, which resulted 
in about 16 new caves surveyed and deter-
mined that there are perhaps a couple dozen 
more caves missed on the original trips. NSS 
News articles have chronicled three of those 
trips (Jan 2008, Jan 2009, and Nov. 2015).

Our 2019 Expedition
On our most recent trip, after a lapse 

of 4 years, I was joined by Phyllis Boneau, 
Carolyn Fusinato, Matt Oliphant, Nancy 
Pistole, and Charley Savvas. We rented the 
35-foot catamaran Katy Lu for a week and 
brought sea kayaks for accessing the caves. 
Our objectives were basically scattered 
around the island, so our sailing plan was 
to circumnavigate the entire island, which 

is some 25 miles long. As usual we picked 
a week with good low tides, which is crucial 
to accessing the maximum amount of cave 
passage. The fall months are historically 
some of the calmest in the Channel Islands.

What follows is a brief log of our trip, 
whose highlights are circled on the accom-
panying map. My headers are mostly based 
on the anchorages we used during the trip.

Scorpion Anchorage 10/12/2019
We got a very early start on our first day 

and covered the 25 or so miles to the east 
end of Santa Cruz island in about 6 hours, 
arriving in time to take advantage of a nega-
tive tide in the late afternoon. This part of 
the island lies in the portion owned by the 
National Park Service, which has a camp-
ground inland and a pier not far from the 

National Park Service maps showing Channel Islands NP, and below, Santa Cruz Island
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BASHED KAYAK  CAVE
Santa Cruz Island, California

Compass & tape survey
12 October 2019, 4:10 pm PDT

By:   Carolyn Fusinato
    Matt Oliphant 
   Nancy Pistole

Cartography by:  Nancy Pistole

Length: 532 feet, 162.1 meters
Tide level:  +0.9 feet, 0.27 meters
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cave-riven sea stacks at Scorpion Bay. The 
caves in those are probably the most visited 
on the island, as people can kayak from 
the landing about a half mile and explore 
half a dozen caves in the region. There are 
also some submerged caves, one of which 
produces the most prominent blowhole I’ve 
seen on the island as part of it opens at low 
tide. This is pictured in the article in this issue 
on blowholes.

We had several leads to look at in the 
area but one unassuming entrance turned 
out to be surprisingly long. Scouting the cliffs 
close-in with our sea kayaks, we approached 
a narrow fissure running above a small 
entrance, extending prominently to the top 
of the cliff. This indicated a prominent fault, 
along which most of the caves in the basalt 
were formed. There wasn’t a lot of swell, 
but water entering the cave could be heard 
echoing deep within. A small islet of rock at 
the entrance required one to pull the kayaks 
over it into a small chamber, beyond which 
the passage was too narrow to be able to 
turn a 14-foot kayak around. There was 
just room enough to leave a couple kayaks 
inside, which the swells continued to knock 
around against the walls, so Matt, Nancy, and 
Carolyn elected to do the survey while the 
rest of us paddled out to scout other leads 
and get some photos. Beyond, the survey 
trio encountered a combination of swimming 

and wading, with the cave remaining rela-
tively narrow until the final chamber, which 
widened to 20 feet. It was quite dark inside, 
and ceiling heights soared to about 60 feet 
in the middle.  Bashed Kayak proved to be 
532 feet, in a straight line distance in from 
the cliffs. They also surveyed a nearby cave, 
newly noted Pelican Rock (129 feet long).

Willows Anchorage 10/13/2021
Next morning we rounded the east end 

of the island headed towards some leads we 
had on the south shore of the island. There 
are very few caves known on the south 
shore due to its being primarily volcanic tuff 
instead of basalt, with fewer faults in it to 
have allowed the surf to attack it and enlarge 

Above, cave-studded sea stacks at Scorpion Anchorage viewed from one 
of the Park Service trails. 
Right, entrance to Bashed Kayak Cave

Our vessel Katy Lu at anchor in Scorpion Anchorage Prominent entrance to Gurgling Tidepool Cave
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GURGLING TIDEPOOL CAVE
Santa Cruz Island, California

Compass & tape survey
13 October 2019, 2:30 pm PDT

By:   Dave Bunnell
Carolyn Fusinato

Matt Oliphant 
Charley Savvas

Cartography by:  Nancy Pistole

Length: 179 feet, 54.5 meters
Tide level: +1.4 feet, 0.42 meters
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into a sea cave. Instead we had mostly found 
caves along a contact, such as those on our 
previous trip described by Johanna Kovarik 
in the Nov 2015 NSS News. A large, oval 
opening in the cliffs caught our eye east 

of Willows Anchorage. We were able to 
kayak to a beach west of this and traverse 
along a cliff line to reach the entrance. As 
expected this was not extensive, but was 
a nice spacious chamber 110 feet wide, 

100 feet deep, and 25 
feet high. It was mostly 
dry land in our visit, 
not even at the low 
point of the day’s tidal 
minimum. A surge 
channel cuts the room 
in two, and as the swell 
came in we noticed 
an unusual phenom-
enon, a tidepool that 
seemed to bubble up 
air from below, a mini-
blowhole responding 
to a mini-cave beneath 
the floor. Gurgling 
Tidepool yielded 179 
feet of survey overall.

We surveyed this 
one fa ir ly quickly, 
intending to check 
a  cave a t  Wi l lows 
Anchorage as  the 
tide reached its lowest 
point. Like Bashed 
Kayak, this one has 
a narrow fissure lead-
ing into darkness and 
r e sound ing  boom 
beyond. Alas, today 
it was even rougher 
conditions than our 
previous visit in 2015, 
and it was one of those 
leads left yet again-
for another day. But 
Wi l lows is  a great 
anchorage with a nice 

cave on shore that we had mapped years 
before.

Forney’s Cove 10/14/2021 
The next morning (10/14)  we were 

up with the sunrise as we had a long voyage 
planned. There were a couple areas to check 
on Gull Island, which looked on Google 
Earth to have caves on it but viewed from 
closer in, they did not look promising. Same 
thing with an area near Kinton Point that 
appeared cavey from shore but didn’t look 
that promising as the cliffs were small and of 
an unconsolidated alluvium. Plus choppy seas 
made a kayak landing along it problematic. 
There were curious parallel gullies above 
which ran down towards the seacliffs but 
seemed to end 100 or more feet upslope. 
We speculated that one might find some soil 
pipe caves if one were to land and investigate 
these gullies.

Next we continued all the way to the 
southwest corner of the island, an anchor-
age known as Forney’s Cove. I had spotted 
a bunch of leads in this area on earlier trips. 

The gurgling tidepool giving the cave its name

Panorama inside Gurgling Tidepool Cave
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The anchorage itself is protected by a promi-
nent peninsula known as Fraser Point, and 
one of my favorite anchorages, with room 
for lots of boats. The tide was already getting 
quite low when we arrived so we headed for 
the most obvious lead, a passage cutting 
completely through a promontory on the 
south side of Fraser Point. I was expecting 
just a single tunnel, but found this cave to be 
full of pleasant surprises. The 20-foot-high 
entrance led into a passage 20-25 feet high 
that rises to 40 feet on the west side. The 
passage is dominated by a large tide pool, 
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FRASER POINT CAVE
Fraser Point, Santa Cruz Island, California

Compass & tape survey
14 October 2019, 4:30 pm PDT

Length: 560 feet, 170.7 meters
Tide level: +0.6 feet, 0.18 meters
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By:   Phyllis Boneau        Matt Oliphant 
Dave Bunnell             Nancy Pistole
Carolyn Fusinato    Charley Savvas

Cartography by:  Nancy Pistole

Charley Savvas in the eastern entrance of 
Fraser Point Cave 

Large tidepool inside Fraser Point Cave, 
looking towards the entrance shown in the 
photo above this one.

filled with purple urchins, anemones, and 
orrange, red, and white sponges. This is 
the pool depicted in my photo on the back 
cover, and is one of the nicest I’ve seen in a 
sea cave. The second surprise came when we 
reached the western entrance and found that 
it opened to the north into a broad chamber 

and three more passages roughly parallel to 
the main passage, none of which is riven 
all the way through the point. The first is a 
narrow tunnel that begins 30 feet high and 
necks down to a crawl at its end, 165 feet 
in length. The floor is bedrock and covered 
with colorful tidepool life. Further north, two 
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Looking out two of the western entrances of Fraser Point Cave Carolyn in the dark side passage of Fraser Point Cave

Striped shore crab and sponges in Fraser Point Cave, seen in the 
dark side passage.

Paddling the spacious passage in Painted Cave for a photo trip in the 
Inner Chamber beyond the low point in the distance.

45-foot-long  tunnels divided by a pillar give 
access to a rock-strewn chamber.  The cave is 
formed in the Miocene aged Griffith Canyon 
Member of the Santa Cruz Island Volcanics, 
a “tuffaceous volcanic breccia” and likely 
along a dike, which is noted on the 1965 
geological survey of the island.  

While Charley, Nancy and Matt focused 
on the survey, Carolyn, Phyllis and I focused 
on photos. All in all we spent and hour and a 
half in this one, fairly lengthy for a sea cave 
survey where you only have a few hours 
window before the tide reclaims it. The 
completed survey yielded 560 feet.

Cueva Valdez 10/15
The next morning (10/15) we scouted 

some of the coastline on the north shore of 
Fraser Point, hoping to use the tail end of 
the morning low tide. However the surf on 
this side is rougher, and we needed to access 
things here with a lower tide. 

Underway again and rounding to the 
north shore, we were faced with a fairly 
robust west swell, which didn’t bode well for 
exploring some of the leads on my to-do list. 
But I had a number of photo-documentation 
prospects in caves I knew would be well 

protected from this swell. We set course 
for Cueva Valdez anchorage, another very 
“cavey” place to anchor for the night. Here 
there is a nice 400-foot-long cave where one 
can land inside in a kayak and walk out either 
of two entrances, which gives the anchorage 
its name.My goal for the afternoon low tide 
was the Green Grotto, a somewhat complex 
cave that has a beautiful green glow in its 
entrance room due to underwater openings 
that admit light. It has several arms that 
aren’t fully open except at low tide, when the 
walls reveal colorful sponges and marine life 
such as giant keyhole limpets. Photography 
started off well until a wave washed away 
the synch cord used to attach a flash to my 
underwater housing.

Frys Harbor 10/16
The next morning we planned to 

continue east but first doubled back to do 
some morning photography at Painted 
Cave. Largest on the island, it’s a must-see 
for those on our sea cave expeditions. Years 
ago I had made some really nice photos in 
its dark inner chamber with Matt and Nancy, 
using kayaks and a specially made bulb flash 
that fired above and below water (Jan 2008 

NSS News).  These were captured from some 
ledges in the back and looked towards the 
entrance. On that trip I noticed a large shelf 
that would give the opposite perspective, 
looking into the room, so was determined 
to try it out on this trip. Fortunately it was 
calm enough inside for me to climb out of 
the boat and onto the ledge with a tripod 
and bulb flashes. With many folks to help, we 
managed to synch a couple large screwbase 
flashbulbs and I got the shot I was after. I 
think Charley, Phyllis, and Carolyn were 
suitably impressed with the scale here, with 
dimensions are rarely seen in a sea cave.

Later in the day we reached Fry’s 
Harbor and used our final low tide to scout 
some caves. Nothing new panned out so 
we did some photography in nearby Fry’s 
Harbor Cave and spent some time ashore 
in a pretty little canyon. 

Scorpion  10/17
Next morning we completed the circum-

navigation and anchored again at Scorpion. 
Some of us went ashore to visit the park 
service facilities on the island, which include 
a campground and a small visitor’s center 
and many trails. Highlight of that visit was 
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Looking out at the Katy Lu anchored just 
outside Painted Cave. In 1982 we measured 
the  ceiling height at the dripline at 130 feet 
using helium balloons, in the pre-disto days.

My long-planned shot in the inner chamber of Painted Cave, looking towards the back. On 
the left, white and green marks the wall area which receives light through the entrance some 
700 feet away. Otherwise, the room is pitch black, and flashbulbs were used to illuminate it.

We paddled into this large chamber at Valdez Anchorage for photos.Fry’s Harbor Cave, another visited for interior photos

Green Grotto was another photographic objective. Its entrance chamber is illuminated by some 
underwater openings similar to the famed Blue Grotto of Capri in Italy.

seeing an island fox up close and personal in 
the campground, and making contact with 
folks who lead kayak tours starting from this 
area. They’d apparently been using my prior 
book on the island’s caves as a resource for 
many years and asked me to sign their copy! 

Postscript
After this trip, I decided that I would go 

ahead and revise Sea Caves of Santa Cruz 
Island with new maps and extensive photo-
graphs gathered over the 5 trips made since 
the first book. It’s likely that I will publish it 
through the NSS. Unlike the first book, it 
will be in full color, and include at least one 
photograph of each cave’s entrance and 
many interior photos. One thing I am focus-
ing on are specific guidelines about wildlife. 
A number of bird species inhabit the caves, 
and while kayaking into them is pretty low 
impact, there could be detrimental effects if 
birds are nesting. Currently the park’s bird 
biologist is reviewing the book to see if he 
can add details about when to avoid specific 
caves. It was also interesting to hear that he 
too had made good use of the information 
in the first book.  Indeed, one of the caves 

we’d mapped, with dry passage inside, is the 
largest known nesting site of a bird known 
as a Xantu’s Murrlet. The park service lists 
it as closed to all entry. With the new book 
in hand, it should be clear to visitors and 

kayak tours companies what caves to avoid 
and when. 

We are grateful to the NSS for supporting 
the expedition with a Sara Corrie grant.
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Speleological explorations in the Northeast of Thailand
Text and photos by Liviu Valenas

The North-East of Thailand (Isaan) does 
not contain any significant karst, hence 
speological interest has been relatively 
minimal until 2016, the zone being unjustly 
considered a poor relative of the classic karst 
in the North and South of Thailand. 

From the geological point of view, Isaan 
is mostly made up of quartzite sandstones 
from the Mesozoic era. The Speleological 
Club “Z” began work in the NE of Thailand 
in 2006, but only in 2016 did our research 
work became systematic and intensive, 
with participation becoming international. 
The expedition was conducted exclusively 
under the patronage of Caving Club “Z” in 
Nuremberg, Germany. Participants: Liviu 
Valenas (Germany) head of the expedi-
tions, Maliwan Valenas, Uthon Thammasat, 
Suphakit  Khamloy, Stefan Hica, Vasile 
Pustai, Marcel Guenot, Isabelle Guenot, 
Saman Kongthong, and Surasei Butviecha.

So far, our research work has taken 
place in three provinces: Amnat Charoen, 
Mukdahan, and especial ly,  in Ubon 
Ratchathani; all three provinces are situated 
along the Mekong River. Between 2006 and 
2020 1,849.7m of galleries were discovered 
and surveyed, as well as 69 caves and pits. 

At first glance, the cavities look modest, 
considering the relatively small size. In reality, 
they are interesting and spectacular because 
they formed in a tectonic context and then 
reshaped under the aggressive corrosion of 
water that dissolved even the quartzite sand-
stones. But some caves have been created on 
stratification discontinuities. These discon-
tinuities played a major role, especially in 
the formation of the Tham Meut and Tham 
Ghia caves. The caves have no speleothems. 

Here we are presenting the main and 
the most interesting caves explored by us 
in the quartzite sandstones in the NE of 
Thailand.

Tham Meut, Pho Sai, Ubon 
Ratchathani

Tham Meut was surveyed to a total 
length of 481.5m. The cave has the largest 
entrance in Thailand, at least in quartzite 
sandstones: 42.5 m wide and 8 m high. 
It is focused on a unique gallery of great 
proportions, formed on stratification sides 
460 m long. There are lakes even in the 
dry season while, in the rainy season, it is 
completely flooded. The depth was -30.3 
m, the greatest depth in a Thailand quartzite 
sandstone cave. The cave is heading towards 
the nearby Mekong River. Tham Meut may 
be considered, for sure, the most spectacular 
quartzite sandstone cave in Thailand. 

Tham Phu Pom No 1, Khut 
Khapoun, Ubon Ratchathani 
Tham Phu Pom No 1 cave was restarted 

in 2019, and it was explored on a total length 
of 158 m. Five days of sustained explorations 
extended the cave to 284 m. The cave is 
the most maze-like underground network 
of Thailand in quartzite sandstones, having 
13 entrances in all. The exploration proved 
to be difficult because of the innumerable 
squeezes, abundant vegetation hiding the 
entrances and, last but not least, because of 
some extremely aggressive ants. In the Tham 
Phou Pom No 1 cave we discovered ceramic 
tablets and four beheaded statues of Buddha.

Tham Meut

Tham Meut

Tham Nam Lot mirror faults
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Tham Nam Lot, Pho Sai, Ubon 
Ratchathani

Tham Nam Lot is another spectacu-
lar cave situated in the yard of a Buddhist 
temple. The cave is focused on a rectilinear 
gallery 104 m long, developed on a tectonic 
fault which has created very beautiful friction 
mirrors. The gallery is crossed by an under-
ground river and a deep siphon upstream 
has not been explored. With small sides 
and upper levels, plus the three entrances, 
the cave has a total length of 181 m. The 
underground river reappears at the surface 
in the most beautiful spring in Thailand, 
developed in quartzite sandstones.

Tham Ghia, Pho Sai, Ubon Ratchathani
In the Sam Phan Bok zone, Tham Ghia 

was surveyed, an almost rectilinear and 
spectacular tunnel, 133 m long, with a series 
of underground lakes. The cave is heading 
towards the nearby Mekong River.

 The Great Pit of the Phu Phanom 
Di, Khemmarat, Ubon Ratchathani

The Great Pit of the Phu Phanom 
Di, through the subsequent junction with 
a descending cave, discovered in 2018, 

Tham Nam Lot resurgence

Tham Nam Lot 
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reached 110 m. The cave starts with a pit, 
6.5 m, which drops into a maze-like system 
with two entrances, developed on tectonic 
faults. Vertical Range: -8.7 m.
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Longest Sandsone Caves in 
Thailand, length (m) / depth (m)

1 Tham Patihan, Ubon Ratchathani, 776 m /-27 
m (Mouret & Leclerc, 1994)

2. Tham Din Phieng, Nong Khai, 550 m /? 
(Dunkley, Ellis & Bolger, 2018)

3. Tham Meut, Ubon Ratchathani, 481.5 m 
/-30.3 m (Liviu Valenas /Speleological Club 
“Z”, 2020)

4. Tham Phu Pom No 1 Ubon Ratchathani, 284 
m /-8,6 m (Liviu Valenas /Speleological Club 
“Z”, 2019-2020)

5. Tham Nam Lot, Ubon Ratchathani, 181 m 
/-11.5 m (Liviu Valenas /Speleological Club 
“Z”, 2016)

6. Tham Seri Tai, Sakon Nakhon, 150 m /? 
(Dunkley, 2011 - Unpublished)

7. Air Raid Shelter Cave, Phitsanulok, 150 m /-? 
(Dunkley, Ellis & Bolger, 2018)

8. Tham Ghia, Ubon Ratchathani, 133 m /-11.6 m 
(Liviu Valenas /Speleological Club “Z”, 2020) 
9. Tham Cham Pha Tong, Sakon Nakhon, 120 
m /? (Mouret & Leclerc, 1994)

10. Tham Phu Phanom Di No 8 (Great Pit), Ubon 
Ratchathani, 110 m /-8.7 m (Liviu Valenas /
Speleological Club “Z”, 2018)

Great Pit of Phu Phanom Di entrance No 1

Great Pit of Phu Phanom Di

Tham Gia, entrance No. 2
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This is the story of a cave project 
that has gone on at intervals since the 
late 1990’s.  It concerns a cave that was 
discovered by strange chance, but by just 
the right person, David Hodges.  He was 
right, because he is local, possesses biblical 
determination, is a conservationist, and as a 
miner, had the required skills.   The cave is 
named Cave Next Door, due to its proximity 
to Oregon Caves National Monument.  It 
was the first major solution cave found in 
Oregon since Marble Mtn Cave, south of 
Grants Pass, some 60 years before.   But a 
short time after its discovery, it was lost to 
us.  Hodges is trying to recover it.

The Discovery
In the 90’s I was working at Oregon 

Caves doing an inventory computer map of 
the cave.  One day three interns came to me 
hoping I could give them some projects to 
do that summer.  One was a geology grad 
from U of Washington.  There was a small 
stream near the monument.  I had noticed 
that in the fall when its flow got very small, 
it sank at a marble outcrop.  Ok, this intern 
can dye trace that stream sink.  

I had learned from Quinlan in Kentucky 
that karst dye tracing can be mysterious and 
strangely complex.  All even remotely possi-
ble resurgence points must be bugged.  This 
sink would surely go to Oregon Caves, but 
following my teaching.  I hiked other creeks, 
and on one I ran into a resurgence, coming 
from fill where a thin marble band showed 
in the streambed.  This had to be bugged.  

The trace was done, and to our amaze-
ment, it went to this Lake Creek resurgence.  
Holy sh-t, an unknown cave?  I went to 
that spring and dug a bit.  It was very hard 
going, I had not the time for it.  So I went 
to the Maintenance Dept, where there were 
locals who had the expertise and maybe the 
time to have a real go at it.  In the room 
was David Hodges and others.   He and a 
buddy, Don Young, were miners in 
the off season -- perfect.  I related 
the spring discovery and said how 
there had to be a cave behind the 
dirt bank it came from, and left.  
Sure enough, David took up the 
cause.  He got help from Young and 
a friend, John (JD) Dodge.  

At this time a new General 
Management Plan was in develop-
ment, and important to the NPS 
as it would give conducting the 
tours back to the agency.  Oregon 
Caves was the only NPS cave in 
the country where the tours were 
led by private company guides.  

Oregon: The [Potentially] Greatest Cave that Nobody Knows
Steve Knutson

Superintendent Craig Ackerman heard about 
this and saw it as potential support for that 
new GMP.  Perhaps he was joking when he 
is reported to have offered a thousand dollar 
reward for a “Lechuguilla of the Oregon 
Caves NM”.   Could the new cave David 
was after, qualify? 

A new Lechuguilla or not, David 
dreamed of a companion to Oregon Caves, 
but one that had suffered none of the ravages 
that Oregon Caves had.  In the earliest 
accounts of exploration in that cave, visitors 
were described taking formations.  As early 
as the 1880s blasting was being done to 
develop a tour route.  This included chopping 
or blasting right through flowstone which 
chanced to block a walking path.  Fossils 
that were found, including what sounds like 
a Grizzly skull, have disappeared.  As late as 
the 1980s, material removed from the cave 
in the name of restoration, included cave 
formations.  When the bear claw marks in 
mud were found in the 1990s, in mud in 
an isolated part of the furthest reaches of 
the cave, one wondered if originally such 
artifacts might have been present all over 
the cave, but now obliterated by the count-
less explorers.

So David planned to treat a new cave 
very differently, and proceed very carefully, 
constantly evaluating for delicate features.  If 
he could get into one.

The Tunnel Dig
Hodges is a placer miner with claims in 

that area.  His usual companion on that dig 
was Don Young, another miner.  They looked 
at what appeared to me as impossible, quite 
differently.  The resurgence water came out 
of the dirt bank -- they would follow the 
water.  To facilitate the progress, the tunnel 
would be man-sized.  Note that the slope 
above the creek was nothing but dirt to a 
point just past the forest road a hundred 
feet above, where there was a small marble 

outcrop.  How deep would they have to dig?  
Miners call a horizontal tunnel, an adit.  

As they proceeded, rocks were encountered, 
from softball size to boulders of a quarter 
ton (like 5 feet in diameter).  These were 
movable.  Boulders in the way were moved to 
the sides to help support the ceiling.   David 
described the adit as “digging itself”, as they 
just proceeded by moving the loose material 
out.  What supported the ceiling, you might 
wonder?   Nothing.  But it seemed to like the 
diggers, as for the time being, it magically 
stayed in place.

About 30 ft in they started encountering 
marble boulders.  In between trips, two of 
those were found to have slumped into the 
passage.  This inspired the policy of pound-
ing cedar posts of a foot or so diameter into 
place as supports for ceiling boulders.  It also 
inspired using a hoe stuck into a length of 
PVC pipe, to reach ahead to loosen material.  
It could reach up to 20 feet.       

Occasionally they would drop by the 
Resource office, where I could be found 
working on the inventory project, and would 
report good progress, and encourage me 
to check it out.  Finally, well, I had to have 
a look.

At the site I was amazed.  There was not 
just a caver crawl-hole, but a walk-in tunnel!   
I went in and ... it just went on.   Good thing 
I brought a light.  At a couple points in this 
tunnel in dirt, were boulders in the ceiling, 
with wood pilings in place to hold them up.  
Was this safe to be in?  Well, they had obvi-
ously spent many, many hours in it, so I went 
on.  Eighty feet in it came to a marble face, 
with a mud-blocked cave passage exposed, 
maybe 5 feet high and 8 wide.  Wow!   There 
really was a cave there!

This inspired even me to get a bit 
involved so that fall of 1999, I did attend a 
work session.  Just above the opening was 
a motor driven pump set up in the creek.  
Fire hose borrowed from maintenance led 

into the adit.   David fired up the 
pump and at the marble face, we 
took turns in hydraulic mining the 
mud from that passage.  Under 
high pressure water, the mud just 
flew.  I must say, messy as it was, 
mud flying everywhere, it was hella 
fun.  Quickly we were some 20 
feet in.  Then a hole in the ceiling 
showed itself, with an open crawl 
above.  David went and I followed.  
After a quick dig at a constriction, 
he popped  through.  I worked 
my way in, and once through it, I 
looked ahead.  

David had stopped where Hodges in Mistress dig 2009 with shoring shown
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it became higher than head height, virgin 
passage just beyond.  He was just standing 
there, taking this in.  He had indeed found 
his new cave.  I could see he was embraced in 
the moment so I just waited.  He had worked 
so hard for it, he could take all the time he 
wanted.  But we were in.

The cave suffered only one mapping 
trip, later that fall, in which Stew Evans and 
I surveyed some 1200 feet, to a sump.  Just 
back from that was a high continuation, at 
the top of a muddy climb we couldn’t do.  
David reports this was later climbed and 
found to continue.  

The winter snows closed down visita-
tion, and in the spring melt the dug adit gave 
up the fight and collapsed.  That dig site was 
rendered a huge mess.  The cave was gone.  
Only a handful had seen it.  David named 
it Cave Next Door, and was determined to 
get back into it.  

What was the cave like?  That entrance 
room David stopped in was wide and tall, 
and had a bit of breakdown and mud in it.  
At the furthest end was an alcove and low 
spot, and a body sized hole led to the stream.  
Pursuing this belly crawl in the water, around 
a bend we found a ceiling hole that led us to 
a tall, beautiful canyon.  This was several feet 
wide.  Climbing up it, another hole got us 
into the round passage at the top of a typical 
phreatic/vadose keyhole cross-section.  This 
was 10-15 ft high and wide, and led on.  

In this main part of the cave there was 
little breakdown.  Occasionally there were 
side leads, but we figured the marble was 
basically a narrow band, and so we kept 
mapping the main lead.  Formations were 
scarce and not large.  One thing promi-
nent was quartz boxwork, like is seen in a 
degraded state in Oregon Caves, but here 
was quite nice.  Thin little quartz intrusion 
veins projected insoluble from the wall, in 
little patterns.  

Finally the passage dipped down, and 
ahead it dipped further, into a muddy sump.  
We had mapped some 1200 feet.  In my 
book, any cave over a thousand feet long is 
a major cave.  In the mud nearby were rat 
tracks!   We didn’t see them further out—had 
he come thru the sump?  Back a bit was a 
climb to an obvious lead, but this was muddy 
and we couldn’t climb it.  Later a buddy of 
David’s did climb it and found it continued.    

The New Dig: The Mistress
Next to a creek near the dye input site, 

the North Fork of Panther Creek, David 
and Don Young found a small sinkhole. He 
used some fire hose or pvc pipe and diverted 
some flow into it.  It did not fill up and the 
resurgence surged.  It was another filled 
entrance, so he started his new dig.  This 
became known as his Mistress, as he spent 
a lot of time there, away from wife Martha.  

It wasn’t a sink in marble, or over mapped 
passage, but the marble layer the cave was in 
was narrow, and this was right over the path 
from the marble outcrop at the dye input site 
and the resurgence.  They started digging.

At first the dug hole had to be large, as 
stuff is loose until you get to solid bedrock.  
This became a sinkhole now a good 15 feet 
in diameter, and shored up on the sides with 
6x8 rails (beams) split from nearby downed 
trees.   About 10 feet down they got into the 
old, filled shaft.  

Yes, this is a sink in insolubles.  So you 
ask, how can this be related to the cave, 
and how or why should it lead there?  Until 
David put diverted flow into it, and it took it, 
not filling up, and not just reappearing down 
the mountainside, I asked the same.  But it is 
clear, especially in light of later events, that 
cave development below undermined the 
andesite and caused collapse into the cave, 
resulting in a shaft to the surface.  Nothing 
has been removed from this shaft but fill.  
No bedrock mining was done. The shaft is 
natural.

As he removed material, he had to lift 
the 5 gal buckets further and further, so a gin 
pole was set up.  This is a big lever arm with 
a counterweight, making pulling the filled 
buckets up the shaft easy.  On a day with 4 
or more helpers, he could get 100 bucket 
loads up the developing pit.

Still, it took a couple years to get past 
the 30 ft level, as the deeper it got, the harder 
it was to get shoring timbers in place.  At the 
60 foot level he began to put steel culvert in, 
cementing it in place.  Included were conduits 
for electric and telephone wiring.  The gin 
pole was replaced by a hand winch.  At about 
the 45 feet depth he got into marble, and the 
voids and small rooms further down certainly 
qualify as “cave”, despite being filled with 
sediment.  It is now over 90 feet in depth.  
David reports air movement, so it seems the 
cave must be nearby.

Once culvert extended from the work 
area up to the surface level, the original wide 
sinkhole dig was filled, and now the only 
unnatural surface item is the culvert end, 
protruding for several feet.  

This effort did not escape the notice of 
the USFS, who owned the area at that time.  
Around 2003 a meeting was called, and that 
included Jim Nieland, a cave specialist from 
the Mt St Helens NM, and Jeff Lalande, the 
Rogue-Siskiyou archeologist.  I was also in 
attendance.  The paperwork for significant 
cave status was processed and the agency 
folks did an onsite inspection.  All of the 
effort was given an ok.  Actual paperwork 
was not done, perhaps as such a thing is hard 
to quantify or qualify.   

Complications
During the 2000s the area including the 

Lake Creek watershed, which is the water 
source for the monument, (via a pvc pipe-
line), was transferred to the NPS.  This area, 
designated as a Preserve, of course included 
the Cave Next Door.  When  that was in the 
works, the USFS told David to cease work, 
and to cap the culvert at the top of the hole.  
He did so.  

When the first dig was happening, the 
NPS at the monument, under then super-
intendent Craig Ackerman (now super at 
Crater Lake), was pleased and saw the cave 
as a plus for the new General Management 
Plan.  It seemed they saw it as a reason for 
the proposed land transfer.  But once the 
new dig started, the then superintendent, 
Vicki Snitzler, was critical and discouraged 
NPS personnel from helping David.  Then 
Hodges wasn’t hired back to Maintenance 
work, as he had been seasonally for years.  

One notion seemed to be, the cave has 
no natural entrance.  Filled entrances are 
still natural entrances, and such caves as 
Lechuguilla, one of the great caves of the 
world, were only discovered via digs.  The 
importance of a park or monument surely 
is related to its resources.  To add a major 
cave to the monument might be welcomed, 
even celebrated.  But it seemed that Hodges 
was being punished for finding a wonderful 
new cave.  Perhaps this is due to the lesser 
manpower and budget the agencies get 
nowadays.  An added resource is an added 
manpower and budget burden.  

But as this is being written, a new super-
intendent is in place and talks with David 
have opened.  A positive agency attitude 
again.  Excellent.  Maybe we can yet get 
back into this cave!
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Blowhole:  a hole or vent connected 
to a seacave, from which water and air are 
violently ejected when large enough waves or 
swell impact the entrance(s) to the seacave.

Blowholes are one of many fascinating 
aspects of sea caves. 

I was first introduced to these on the 
island of Little Colonsay1, where some 
friends and I were stormbound by a SW gale, 
having camped there with a view to visiting 
Staffa, by kayak, in the early ‘80s. We walked 
around the island and noticed upward jets 
of water and also, looking down, horizontal 
sprays away from the cliff face and just above 
seawater level. 

Much more recently I have been able 
to observe some sea caves with blowholes 
from a kayak inside (calm weather) and from 
land, outside, in stormy weather—which is 
not very frequent on this east coast2 given 
our predominantly SW winds. 

On the basis of my observations, I have 
come up with a tentative definition of three 
fairly distinct modes of blowhole action: 

Type 1: Wave action causes air trapped 
in the sea cave to be compressed, and this 
blows air and water out of the blowhole(s). 
For this to happen
• The top of the entrance (or a restricting 

part of the sea cave tunnel further 
in) must be low enough for a wave 
to seal the aperture, thus forming a 
liquid piston which has the effect of 
compressing air inside the sealed part 
of the cave tunnel, as it continues into 
the tunnel.

• The blowhole or pipe to it must be 
connected somewhere near to the top 
of the tunnel in which the air has been 
compressed.

This sort of blowhole can be anywhere 
along the length of the sea cave tunnel(s) 
provided that it can be pressurised as 
described above.

Type 2: An upward deflection blowhole 
can spurt water in what is apparently much 
the same way as Type 1 above. However, 
when you look into the sea cave, it is clear 
that air cannot be pressurised inside it 
because the entrance is too tall or there are 
other vents from the air space large enough 
to prevent any significant rise in pressure

In this case, the blowhole is at the back 
of the sea cave and the effect is produced 
by the impact of some waves which produce 
violent upward deflection of water when they 
hit the back of the sea cave.  This effect is 
easily seen when waves hit harbour walls or 
cliffs during strong storms2..

Type 3: A blow-back sea cave is one 
similar to that described as a Type 1. above, 
except that it has no separate blowhole.

What happens is that the wave or swell 
crest compresses air inside the sea cave and 
when the water level at the entrance lowers 
enough (as the wave trough arrives), the 
compressed air comes back out of the top of 
the entrance, entraining water as it does so, 
often in a horizontal sheet of spray.

This mode of action is much more 
common than Types 1 and 2.

Some sea caves have a blow-back action 
far inside the sea cave tunnel where the ceil-
ing gets low enough.

All of these are affected by tidal level, 
particularly types 1 and 3. They are all 
affected by the water depth at and near 
the sea cave entrance as a deeper entrance 
allows the wave to be slowed down less, and 
therefore more wave energy to penetrate 
inside.

The above types assume that a blowhole 
is a blowhole if water is sometimes blown out 
of it by wave action.  I have a list of ‘maybe 
blowholes’ which await someone seeing 
them do their blowhole stuff. 

And now for examples. Figure 1 is 
an unusual sea cave (Strabandra Knap)3 

with three  Type 1 blowholes which 
are in a line above the axis of the main 
tunnel, as can be seen in the bottom right 
photo. Have a look at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=GLzUKrMYLLY   which was taken 
from the steep slope on the north side of 
the inlet. The channel leading to the sea 
cave entrance can be seen on the left— the 
blowholes are out of sight because there 
is a low ridge on the north side obscur-
ing them. Notice that different waves fire 
different blowholes either more or less, and 
sometimes at very different times. The #1 
blowhole fires at about 45 degrees, #2 a 
bit to the right of vertical, and #3 at about 
35-40 degrees. This suggests to me that 
wave reflections inside the tunnel have a 
major influence. It would be nice to have 
some measurements, but quite challenging to 
figure out what sensors to install and where. 
It is also clear that the water going into the 
tunnel has a lot of air entrained in it.

The profile sketch shows how low the 
entrance and ceiling of the whole tunnel 
system are compared to the highest tide 
level. The side tunnels are well behind the 
active blowholes and, at mid or lowish 
tide levels, are likely provide a reservoir of 
trapped air to contribute to the action. On 
the video you can get an idea of just how 
much the level just outside the entrance goes 
up and down. So as a big wave comes in, the 
water must be rushing out from inside the 
cave, and balancing air coming in. 

On the Nature of Sea Cave Blowholes
Nigel Feilden

Looking out of the Strabandra Knap Cave

Strabandra Knap Cave is 48m long, 7-12m wide and subtidal main 
tunnel which is fully dark in its side tunnels. It has 3 active blowholes 
out of the 6 visible from outside.
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The profile view is along the centreline 
of the main tunnel and its blowholes.

On the lower left, facing page, is a view 
from the sea cave entrance. It looks as if the 
tunnel used to extend further seaward—prob-
ably a bit past the kayak in front. As the 
cliff face behind has retreated, so the roof 
has fallen in; perhaps with a succession of 
blowholes. You can see, from top of the 
barnacle line, that the tide is fairly low on 
this occasion.

Figure 2 is a sea cave named the Deil’s 
(Devil’s) Kettle. When the first 6” Ordnance 
Survey map was being produced, the survey-
ors got the names from local people and 
wrote down what they said in ‘Name Books’ 
organised by county and parish, with three 
witnesses for each entry. The entry for this 
cave is: 

A cave in the cliff opposite the 
Bowdens. There is an opening from the 
Surface, into the Cave through which, in 
stormy weather the Sea Spray &c rushes.

Bowdens or Bowduns is the name of the 
headland of which this cave is a part.

In fact, this cave has two chambers, 
each of which has such an opening: one in 
the ceiling of the eastern chamber (geograph 
6348206), and the other in the end wall at 
the northwest corner (geograph 6348282). 

A spout from the eastern opening is shown 
on page 18, upper right.  A video of the 
western one is available on Youtube ( www.
youtube.com/watch?v=v371A4-6XdA).  
As with the previous cave, the depth in 
both entrances is considerable—about 6m 
at lowest tide—but the headroom is about 
4m more. The eastern chamber has a large 
‘window’ in the northeast corner and there 
are two more large ‘windows’ near ceiling 
level in the wall that divides the chambers at 
sea level. So there is very little possibility for 
building air pressure inside—except perhaps 
very locally below a breaking wave.

As far as I could see, the spurts from the 
two holes were not synchronised, i.e. they 
respond to slightly different incoming wave 
directions or combinations. There are several 
stacks around the way in for waves to reflect 
off, as can be seen from the aerial view.

I think the Namebook description 
probably applies particularly to the western 
blowhole because of the reference to a ‘cliff 
opposite’ and also because you can see into 
that chamber between waves. So that’s a 
two for price of one example of Type 2 
blowhole action.

Figure 3 is actually two sea caves whose 
entrances are only 16m apart. They both 
have blowback action. Longhaven (2) is a 
low ceiling tunnel about 25-30m long which 
begins west southwest but turns to the south 
about 7m in. It can be a ‘boomer’ but that 
is probably an organ pipe effect and noth-
ing to do with blow back. Longhaven (3) is 
smaller and not kayakable so I am not sure 
how big it is inside. However its blowback 
action is quite marked and it manages to 
project upwards at 30 degrees or so, rather 
than horizontally—www.youtube.com/
watch?v=HgQ7FXi0QB4—shows them in 

Figure 1: Profile sketch of the Strabandra Knap Cave showing 3 blowholes in relation to the 
tidal range. The cave is 3 km from Stonehaven, Aberdeenshire, Great Britain.

Above: vidcaps from Nigel’s video referenced 
on the facing page of the three Strabandra 
Knap Cave blowholes each firing individually. Figure 2 Aerial view of Devil’s Kettle Cave showing outlines of passages beneath 
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action.  See Figure 3 for a view of the cliff 
face with the entrances to these and another, 
larger cave. The NE entrance to the Cave of 
Bomahoy is low, like Longhaven (2)—but it 
does not blow back because its tunnel opens, 
inside the headland, to the north-south trend-
ing tunnel of the Cave of Bomahoy—and no 
pressure can build up.  

I found this video (www.youtube.com/
watch?v=v22NZ90tMjY)  of the ‘Boscastle 
Blowhole’ (SX 0937 9154, N Cornwall) 
when looking for blowholes. When I first 
watched it, it seemed like a really nice 
example of a blowback cave. And then I saw 
some ‘nearby’ videos taken by divers who 
had swum through the tunnel and come out 
on the north side of the headland. And, it 
seems, swell from that north entrance can 
come through to the south end, at some 
states of tide.  So I’m guessing that the roof 
of the tunnel is low enough to be water 
sealed, and so give blowback action. It just 

shows that there is more to this than meets 
the eye, particularly if that eye is outside and 
has not seen inside.

This is a very preliminary piece on 
blowholes and if it stimulates some readers 
to correct or improve it, based on their obser-
vations and surveys, that is all to the good.

I am aware that there are some blow-
holes which have been reported to make 
loud noises—such as MacSwayne’s Gun on 
the west coast of Ireland and The Cannon4 

at HU 2036 7792 in Shetland. It would be 
very interesting to have survey data on such 
a blowhole because to make a noise like a 
gun firing seems to me to require supersonic 
velocity, i.e., greater than 350 m/s – and I’m 
not clear how a wave travelling at 10 to 40 
m/s into a cave can produce that.

Endnotes
1 A small island off Mull, Scotland. Grid 

ref  NM 37550 36605. You can access this 

via https://canmore.org.uk/site/search/
result?SITECOUNTRY=1&view=map

2 This YouTube video https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=bLEVSA9NmOw  shows 
a large wave going up the cliffs and above the 
lighthouse at HU 20575 78447 on the W coast 
of Shetland. The lighthouse is inside the 50m 
contour.

3 Scottish east coast between Arbroath 
and Peterhead. More details on this cave and 
many photos at http://registry.gsg.org.uk/
sr/sitedetails.php?id=2788

4 www.geograph.org.uk/photo/910966 
shows the “Cannon” in Shetland Islands 

Figure 3-The Longhaven Caves show a blow back sort of blowhole action

The Spouting Horn, a Type 1 blowhole on the Oregon coast
Blowhole on Santa Cruz island that forms at low tide as portions of 
a submerged cave open to the air, likely a Type 3

Deil’s Kettle E blowhole, likely a Type 2
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MORE JOURNEYS BENEATH THE EARTH: THE 
AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A CAVE EXPLORER VOL. 
2
by David William Gill. 2021.188 pages, 
paperback. Color photographs. ISBN 
9798617165144. Available from Amazon 
in hard copy ($35) or Kindle (9.99).

I’m very pleased to say that the first 
three sentences in Vol. 2 are something I 
wrote about Vol. 1, and it also applies to 
the second part of his life’s story: I was also 
a caver during the years of Dave’s caving all 
over the world. I was living my dream as he 
was living his dream life of cave exploration. 
As good as mine has been, I would gladly 
have traded lives with him for the amazing 

things he’s done. 
His book’s introduction opens with: 

“Over 50 years of exploring caves from 
poking my head into a cave in Derbyshire 
with a bicycle lamp and no helmet to lead-
ing expeditions in the largest and most 
dangerous caves in the world, yes caving 
has become a lifelong obsession. The first 
volume created some interest so I thought, 
as I had run out of work in Sarawak I might 
as well write volume 2, the second 25 years. 
So here it is.”

He does not disappoint. Volume 2 of 
David William Gill’s caving autobiographies 
covers what seems like multiple lifetimes, 
including: 10 years in the Borneo jungle, 
the forming of the karst management unit 
of Sarawak, the caves and karst regions 
of Sarawak, the Gunung Api Connections 
Expeditions 1990-94, the reconnaissance 
to Hidden Valley 1993 and the expeditions 
there in 1996 and 1998, the Japanese 
Expedition of 1997, forming the Gunung 
Buda National Park, the USA Gunung Buda 
Expeditions of 1995 and 1996, the Gunung 
Buda Cave Project of 1997, working to get 
the Gunung Mulu caves World Heritage Site 
recognition, the USA Gunung Buda Project 
2000, leaving Sarawak and returning to 
England, the French World Heritage Caves 
nomination, caving in New Britain in 2006 
and the BBC filming of Mageni Cave, New 
Britain in 2008, and the author’s return to 
Sarawak, where he lives now. I honestly think 
that every one of the chapters of this book 
could be a book in itself. 

David tells his tales with gusto and with 
plenty of British wit thrown in. He’s lived a 
seemingly blessed life and it continues. From 
my correspondence with him I’ve perceived 
a happy, contented man, a real explorer 
who knows full well that he lived the life he 
wanted to live. 

Being a member of The Explorers Club, 
I have had the pleasure of meeting many 
explorers from many realms of exploration. 
Meeting them made the last sentence of 
David William Gill’s book introduction ring so 
true: “Outer space and the deep blue oceans 
are all the preserves of highly technical and 
expensive exploration, but cave exploring 
and conservation can be accomplished on 
a shoe string by ordinary people.” I think 
Dave is an ordinary person who did the 
extraordinary thing of following his heart 
and dreams, living an extraordinary life, and 
thankfully sharing his tales with us in written 
word so that they exist for the ages. Thank 
you, David. 

Bill Steele
(NSS 8072) FE,LB,CM,AL

THE BALLAD OF PETE HAUER (IT WAS CAVES 
PETE LOVED THE BEST)
by Roland Vinyard, 2020. Published by 
the National Speleological Society. 237 
pages, paperback. Available from the NSS 
bookstore and Speleobooks, $23

Who knew? I sure didn’t. I was even 
at the 1975 NSS convention in California 
when FBI agents came in their dark suits 
and car, asking cavers questions about Pete 
Hauer and his whereabouts. I didn’t hear that 
happened. Now I’ve read about it in a caving 
murder mystery. A non-fiction one at that.

The NSS has an award named the Peter 
M. Hauer Spelean History Award, awarded 
for an outstanding spelean history research 
project. Pete stood out in spelean history. He 
was and is well known for it among others 
with that interest. But what we who did not 
live in the part of the country where he did 
back in the early 1970s, rural West Virginia 
cave country, when some cavers like many 
others across the country retreated “back to 
the land” and left cities to live a simpler life 
in the country, what we didn’t know about 
was the intrigue, the drama, and mystery that 
shrouded Pete Hauer’s behind-the-curtain 
lifestyle, disappearance, and mysterious 
death. 

Author Roland Vinyard knew Pete 
Hauer. Today NSS convention goers know 
Roland as the organizer and energy behind 
the annual Cave Ballad contest for many 
years. He also writes songs and now he’s 
written a book. Here’s what he says about 
his book The Ballad of Pete Hauer (It Was 
Caves Pete Loved the Best):

It is finally officially out. Some of you 
may remember Pete. I could claim that my 
research took me 40 years (if measured from 
when I started), but only the last eight years 
kept me busy. Although of course I think the 

book makes better reading, here’s a synopsis: 
“We all knew Pete Hauer.  With a foot 

solidly planted in two unique communities, 
cave explorers and hippie homesteaders, 
he was a gentle Pacifist, yet he supposedly 
murdered a young man he barely knew, an 
unpremeditated killing, with no discernible 
motive.  In his informal will, he admitted 
to it.  This solved the case for the police, 
but for everyone else, as many doors were 
opened as closed.  Before Pete’s remains 
were found, the case involved witches, drugs, 
caves, and homosexuality - and the FBI’s 
search had spread across the US. That was 
in 1975; weird things started to happen as 
strange people, witches, moved into this 
quiet rural West Virginia county.  Pete’s 
livestock were brutally slaughtered. Emotions 
skyrocketed. As we tried to make sense of 
the events, pet theories formed, each with 
drawbacks, and we still wrangle over “What 
really happened?”

Bill Steele
(NSS 8072) FE,LB,CM,AL
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Caves are truly one of the last frontiers 
here on our planet. Every day cavers chase 
new leads, document new caves, and push 
ourselves to the limit to see what new world 
we might be the first to set eyes on. It may 
sound strange to think a cave open to visitors 
every day could be home to one of those new 
discoveries. It takes the right person, with 
the right skills, and the right determination 
to push some leads, and perhaps a show 
cave with a great relationship with skilled 
explorers of the NSS. Brad Wuest is no 
stranger to the amazing feeling of setting 
eyes on virgin passage. Hopefully Brad, 
Travis & more cavers will get to experience 
this feeling again. It all started on the Wuest 
family ranch; land that had been cared for 
by the family since the late 1800s. 

Brad’s grandmother, Clara Wuest 
Heidemann, was an amazingly resilient 
woman. The Texas drought of the 1950s 
made ranching life tough and being widowed 
at 38 years young, Clara did what she 
needed to keep her family afloat. She was a 
savvy businesswoman whose time at secre-
tary school allowed her to obtain a job as a 
secretary for the Comal County Extension 
Agent for the USDA. She worked her way 
up to become the first woman to chair the 
Comal County Farm Bureau. Little did 
she know in the 1950s that her future lay 
beneath her feet on her own land. 

Cavers from St. Mary’s University in 
San Antonio were curious to explore a 
small cave under a natural bridge on Clara’s 
property and asked her permission to 

The Cave Preservation Network Spotlight: Natural Bridge Caverns, Texas
Nicole Ridlen, NSS-NCA Liaison; photos provided by Natural Bridge Caverns

explore. After a tight 60’ crawl during their 
4th trip, in March 1960, the cavers found 
big passage: Huge chambers with towering 
columns, glistening speleothems reflecting 
their lights, sparkling water flowing and drip-
ping in a beautiful treasure hidden beneath 
the dry south Texas land. It was a sight to 
take your breath away and certainly a cave 
worth sharing with the world. 

Natural Bridge Caverns opened in 1964 
after a lot of painstaking work (they had to 
take apart a concrete mixer and reassemble 
it in the cave!), but the discovery of the 
cave has never ended. In 1967 Clara’s son, 
Reggie Wuest, found new cave passage now 
called the “Hidden Passages”. As the son of 
Reggie, Brad may have been born into the 
show cave world, but his grandmother Clara 
knew that responsibility needed to be earned. 
When Brad was just a kid, he would sit with 
his grandmother at the sinkhole entrance to 
the cave and she told him that he would be 
the president one day.  He started cleaning 
and running the cash register when he was 
so small, he had to stand on a stool to see 
over the register. He started giving cave tours 
at 15 years old and when his grandmother 
had trouble seeing she would have him read 
correspondence, marketing proposals and 
financial statements. He realizes now that 
she wasn’t just asking him to read, she was 
including him in the business operations and 
helping him learn. She was leading him so 
he could follow in her footsteps. Clara was 
the first woman president of the National 
Caves Association and later Brad was the 
youngest NCA president. After Harry, 
Clara and Reggie, the three founders of 

the family business, died in a short window 
of time from October 1996 to February 
1998 Brad became the president & CEO of 
Natural Bridge Caverns. Together with his 
brother, Travis, (Vice President) & mother, 
Joye (Chief Financial Officer), the show cave 
continues to be a family endeavor.

 It shouldn’t be surprising that some of 
the most memorable life moments for Brad 
involve being in a cave. Brad proposed to 
his wife, Lexi, in his family’s cave. He has 
fond memories of caving with family and one 
of the Natural Bridge Caverns discoverers, 

Tour group at the Castle Pools

Guests at Purgatory Creek Family in Sherwood Forest
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Orion Knox Jr. as a kid and later leading 
discovery expeditions in Natural Bridge 
Cavers almost 60 years after the cave’s 
initial discovery. 

In early 2019 Orion Knox Jr. told 
another legendary caver, Bill Steele about a 
lead in Natural Bridge Caverns at the top of 
a large room called the Dome Pit. Bill knew 
skilled caver and climber, Lee White, was 
the man for the job. Prior to Lee’s climb the 
Wuest brothers led a caving trip to scout the 
lead with an aerial drone to confirm the lead 
was worth the risk, and the drone footage 
was promising. In May 2019 Lee climbed to 
a ledge just below the ceiling of the 120-foot-
tall room. After confirming the lead “goes”, 
Lee rigged the pit for the rest of the team 
to ascend. These areas are now known as 
“Lee’s Ledge” and “White Passage” honor-
ing Lee White for his climb that led to many 
more spectacular discoveries.  Since that 
time, the Wuest brothers have led numer-
ous expeditions discovering virgin passage 
with no end in sight. Brad recalls his most 
memorable discovery was when the team 
rigged a pit in the White Passage assuming 
it would drop down into known passage for 
an exit that was less strenuous and muddy.  
As Brad reached the end of his descent he 
saw only a few feet of rope on the floor, 
which meant the 90-foot pit was deeper 
than known passage would have been. After 
touching down, Brad walked up a slope from 
the bottom of the pit to see a beautifully 
decorated passage covered in travertine 
dams with crystal clear water overflowing and 
running down to disappear in the bottom of 
the pit behind him. It was one of the most 
spectacular caving experiences for Brad, to 
be the first human to see the amazing sight 
and know they had likely found the hidden 
continuation of the large cavern system. He 
did not want to spoil it with dirty caving gear 
and had to leave, so he could return later with 
clean gear. (Bill Steele gave a talk about the 
“Best Cave Discovery in Texas”. You can 
find it on the NSS YouTube, posted July 27, 
2020). When Lee White passed away unex-

pectedly in a car wreck a few months later 
the Wuest family named “Lee’s Ledge” and 
“White Passage” in his honor. Lee’s legacy 
lives on with each expedition and discovery 
at Natural Bridge Caverns. 

Today Brad is the president of the 
International Show Cave Association and 
he enjoys sharing his love, passion and 
appreciation of caves with the entire world. 
He knows that show caves across the globe 
are the primary way millions of people 
experience caves. Around 150 million 
people per year are visiting show caves and 
it is an incredible opportunity to make these 
amazing worlds relevant to the public. Show 
caves, like Natural Bridge Caverns, are the 
stage on which we can create more advo-
cates for caves & karst. It was a “natural” 
choice for Natural Bridge Caverns to join 
the Cave Preservation Network. The round 
up program has been exciting as it opens a 
dialog with guests about cave preservation, 
and they have raised nearly $5000 since 
they began accepting donations in January. 
These funds will allow the NSS to purchase 
new, and fund existing, cave preserves. The 
Wuest’s and their cave have been long-time 
friends of NSS cavers, encouraging explora-
tion, discovery and the furthering of cave 
science. 

Discovery and adventure are some of 
the brand pillars for Natural Bridge Caverns. 
The Wuest family and team feel it’s important 
to not just say it but also “live by their brand” 
by continuing to explore and discover. Brad 
said the discovery, development and contin-
ued exploration of Natural Bridge Caverns 
is a testament to the importance of show 
cave owners, managers and cavers working 
together on our common goals as advocates 
for caves and karst. 

Natural Bridge Caverns is formed in 
carbonates of the Cretaceous period. The 
natural bridge for which the cave is name 
after is formed in the Kainer formation and 
the cave exists within the Glen Rose forma-
tion, a prolific cave producer in that area 
of Texas. It is one of the most spectacular 
show caves of the area, highly decorated. 
They recently upgraded lighting to be better 
for the cave and better highlight all there is 
to see on a tour. Tour guides are trained to 
share how the cave formed and how amaz-
ing this natural world is. The Wuest family 
tradition continues in their goal to share the 
“Naturally Amazing” cave with the world and 
hope to never stop exploring. As Bill Steele 
told me “It still goes”- something all cavers, 

concluded on page 31

Discovery Tour: Hall of the Mountain King

Brad Wuest beyond the travertine dams upstream from the well shaft 
pit, in the new section

Justin, Travis Wuest, and Brad Wuest beyond the well shaft pit in a 
room with a lake and huge flowstones.
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William B. (Will) White
NSS 2337

NSS cavers surely have great respect 
for those who have been part of the Society 
for many years. Currently, we have six 
active members who possess three-digit 
NSS membership numbers, the lowest being 
#509 (Roy Pietsch, of Dallas).

Of the 426 who have four-digit numbers, 
Will White (NSS 2337), of Pennsylvania’s 
Nittany Grotto, at age 87, is a caver whose 
accomplishments merit our recognition and 
admiration.

Q. How did your sense of adventure 
develop?

A: I’d call it exploration, not adventure. 
Usually, if I have an adventure, it’s because I 
screwed up in some fashion. Even at a very 
early age, I wanted to know what was around 
the next bend in the trail. At age five or 
thereabout, my parents had to keep a close 
eye on me because I’d go wandering off into 
the woods just to see what was there. I also 
discovered that it’s important to know how 
to find your way back home.

Q. Please share some background 
information.

A: I was raised on a hardscrabble farm 
at the end of two miles of dirt road. We had 
a spring, an outhouse, a woodstove, but no 
electricity or telephone. I attended a one-
room country school with a teacher who 
Charles Dickens probably would recognize. I 
graduated from Juniata College (Huntingdon, 
PA) in 1984 with a BS in Chemistry. I 
then joined the Department of Research 
in Chemical Physics at Mellon Institute in 
Pittsburgh and began graduate work in 
Physics at the University of Pittsburgh. I 
met my future wife, Elizabeth (Bette), at Pitt, 
where she was a Civil Engineering major. 
In 1958, I left Pittsburgh and entered Penn 
State as a graduate student in Geochemistry, 
finished my PhD in 1962, and was invited to 
join the faculty in 1963. And here I’ve been 
ever since, rising to full professor in 1972 
and retiring as emeritus professor in 2002.

Q. Is caving the most important thing 
in your life?

A: Early on, in college and in Pittsburgh, 
I spent all my spare time caving and in cave-
related activities such as being a newsletter 
editor, a Speleodigest editor, a member of 
the NSS BOG, and that sort of thing. While 
in Pittsburgh, my interests shifted from 
‘caving for the sake of caving’ more toward 
ca ve science and trying to figure out how 

caves work. By becoming a faculty member 
in Geosciences, I sort of folded cave science 
into everything else I was doing. I taught a 
course on the geology of caves and karst for 
thirty years. I supervised 18 MS and PhD 
theses students working on caves and karst, 
and I’ve written a textbook and more than 
100 technical papers on the subject. The 
boundary between ‘work’ and caving has 
become very blurred.

Q. What drives you to explore caves?
A: I really wish I knew the answer to this 

question. It’s been asked many times over the 
years and I still don’t have the foggiest idea 
why caves seem so interesting to me or why 
my obsession with them has lasted a lifetime.

Q. Where do you reside, and are you 
in an NSS Grotto?

A: Bette and I lived in State College, 
Pennsylvania (although Penn State is in 
University Park—go figure) from 1958 until 
a few years before my retirement. Then we 
built a house out in the woods just over the 
county line, where we have lived for the past 
20 years. Unfortunately, the house is built 
atop Silurian shale (no caves). I have been a 
member of Nittany Grotto since 1953 and 
remain an honorary member of Pittsburgh 
Grotto.

Q. Tell us about your first cave trip.
A: This question has three answers. I 

had been looking for caves as long as I can 
remember. Some time, when I was about age 
10, I remember my father and his buddies 
telling hunting stories and mentioning a place 
called the Panther Caves. With this clue, a 
couple of friends and I hiked off through the 
woods for a couple of miles and did indeed 
find the place. There’s a vertical-walled 
canyon formed where a chunk of the steep 
hillside had slid down-dip 30 feet or so, with 
the rock pulling apart along joints and thus 
forming small tectonic caves. One of these 
was a real cave with a 20-foot chamber; the 
others were small fissure passages along the 
joints. We returned a number of times, dug 
out crevices, explored, sketched, and eventu-
ally logged almost a dozen ‘caves’ in various 
parts of the canyon.

My first limestone cave was Lincoln 
Caverns, where I had a summer job as a cave 
guide during my years in college.

My first real caving was in the summer 
of 1951 at Kooken Cave, in central 
Pennsylvania.  Kooken is regarded as one 
of Pennsylvania’s more serious caves. It is 
entered through a 180-foot shaft, partly but 
not entirely vertical, with nearly a mile of 

cave at the bottom. Former NSS president 
Dr. Ralph Stone pointed out the cave to me 
when he visited Lincoln Caverns collect-
ing information for NSS Bulletin 15, on 
Pennsylvania caves. So one evening, four 
of us—me, two other guides, and the boss 
at Lincoln Caverns—headed off to the cave. 
We had a manila rope, some flashlights, and 
a gasoline lantern, but no hard hats, carbide 
lights, or other gear. We managed to clamber 
down the shaft, explore a section of the cave, 
and—more importantly—clamber back up. 
Except for becoming spectacularly muddy, 
we had no difficulties. Talk about spelunkers!

Q. What professional awards have 
you won?

A: My research sprawls across many 
subjects in geochemistry, mineralogy, 
spectroscopy, and materials science. As 
a result, I am a Fellow of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, 
the Mineralogical Society of America, 
and the American Ceramic Society. In 
2004, I received the Distinguished Career 
Award from the Quaternary Geology and 
Geomorphology Division of the Geological 
Society of America. 

Q. What NSS awards have you been 
bestowed?

A: With the NSS, I am a Fellow (as 
is Bette) and have won two Certificates 
of Merit, the Science Award, and the 
Stephenson Award (outstanding service 
and contributions to speleology). I also was 
bestowed the Karst Waters Institute Research 
Award. In 2019, Bette and I were given 
a Meritorious Contribution Award by the 
Karst Division of the Geological Society of 
America.

Will and his wife Betty checking flooded 
streams in the Obey River Gorge, Tennessee
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Q. Please share with us some of your 
caving accomplishments.

A: The accomplishments, whatever 
they are, are mostly science rather than 
exploration. Bette and I have seen hundreds 
of caves all over the world and have mapped 
a few, but not much of that would be 
called breakthrough exploration. We have 
tended to concentrate our caving in certain 
areas where we have research projects or 
student thesis work. Places where we’ve 
worked include Pennsylvania (of course), the 
Greenbrier Valley in West Virginia, Burnsville 
Cove in Virginia, the Cumberland Plateau 
in Tennessee, the Mammoth Cave area in 
Kentucky, and the northern karst belt in 
Puerto Rico.

What I consider an accomplishment is 
whatever assistance I might have given to 
establishing caves and karst as a legitimate 
part of the geological sciences. Way back in 
the 1950s and 1960s, those of us who were 
interested in the science of caves essentially 
were inventing it as we went along. Sure, 
Speleology was an established science in 
Europe, but we were mostly unaware of it. 
The US professional community regarded 
Speleology as an amateurish pseudo-science 
at best. We found a lot to discover just by 
looking at the hydraulics of cave streams, the 
detailed chemistry of bedrock dissolution and 
speleothem precipitation, the stability of cave 
ceilings and the processes of breakdown, 
and the transport of clay, silt, and gravel by 
cave streams. Even mud had a story to tell. It 
was the NSS Bulletin that allowed us to get 
these findings in print when the professional 
journals wouldn’t touch it.

Many others added to the story. 
Halocline caves and hypogenetic caves. 
Precise dating of speleothems and cave sedi-
ments. Caves as climatic records. The role 
of caves in ground water contamination and 
pollution transport. The list goes on and on.

Today, studies of caves and karst are 
accepted in the most prestigious journals. 

The Geological Society of America has 
established a Karst Division. The American 
Geophysical Union has sessions of karst 
papers. Karst has become almost a buzz-
word. Bette and I are very pleased to have 
contributed to bringing cave science into the 
geological sciences.

Q. Please share some things that we 
might be surprised or interested to find 
out about you.

A: I love books and have now accumu-
lated about 5,000 of them. Our house in the 
woods has a library. On one side are very 
technical volumes about crystallography, 
thermodynamics, quantum mechanics, and 
that sort of stuff. In the middle are geology 
and caving books. The other side contains 
several thousand works of fiction, mostly 
fantasy and science fiction. I’ve had books 
‘borrowed’ and not returned, but I don’t think 
I’ve ever thrown one away.

I do research, I go to meetings and 
field trips, I write journal articles and I write 
(and edit) books.  No pets, no hobbies, no 
vacations, no politics, and very little social 
life. Maybe writing books is more interesting 
than collecting them. Cavers are probably 
aware of the books about caves, including 
three editions of the Encyclopedia of Caves. 
Here are four books of which I am co-author 
or co-editor: Nuclear Waste Management, 
Glass Microstructure, The Daguerreotype: 
Nineteenth Century Technology and 
Modern Science, and Coal Ash Beneficial 
Use in Mine Reclamation.

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

A: Not too much. Most of what I’m 
doing these days is calculating and writing, 
so out in the woods is a great place to be 
during a pandemic. Of course, grotto meet-
ings, other meetings, not to mention the NSS 
Convention are on Zoom, which to not too 
great. Last summer, I led a field trip through 

the Mammoth Cave area without leaving 
the house. It was the first field trip in years 
where I didn’t have to be concerned about 
ticks and chiggers.

Q. What are your remaining goals in 
caving and plans for the future?

A: Given my age, there may not be 
much future remaining. Cavers today are 
going to some amazing places and accom-
plishing some amazing exploration. I’m 
trying to absorb all of the new information 
and use it to keep revising my efforts to 
understand how caves work.

Q. What advice would you give to 
young cavers?

A: Caving is very satisfying at some 
primeval level. It’s about as close to becom-
ing one with the Earth as you’re going to 
get and still be alive. Cavers often establish 
very deep friendships because cavers have 
to depend on each other. It’s hard to be a 
pompous ass when you’re soaking wet and 
covered with mud!

Will doing karst hydrology up close and personal, Mystic Cave, WV Setting an automatic spring sampler, Pennsylvania, 2004

Apply this month for NSS 
International Exploration Grants

The timing for NSS International 
Exploration Grants has changed. Grants 
will be awarded twice per year: December 
20 and June 15. As such, grant proposal 
are accepted October 30 to November 
30 (for December awards) and April 30 
to May 31 (for June awards), allowing 
two weeks thereafter for the committee 
to process grant requests. The committee 
will no longer consider proposal received 
outside of the one-month submission peri-
ods. More information about international 
explorations can be found on the NSS 
Webpage at https://caves.org/grants/
nss_intl_exploration_home_page.shtml.
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Just when you thought we might not 
be chained to a computer for another NSS 
Convention, the decision was recently 
made to push this summer’s event to a 
virtual platform. Although we had hoped 
to host the convention in Weed, California, 
circumstances beyond our control required 
other plans.

Over the last few weeks, the 2021 
production team has been working long 
hours to re-tool our operations, and we’re 
starting to enjoy some progress. All members 
of the Society will now be able to enjoy this 
year’s offerings from any internet-connected 
device.

Sessions will be delivered over the soci-
ety’s YouTube channel at https://tinyurl.
com/NSScaves from July 25-30. .

SCHEDULING
While we have not yet locked in the 

session broadcast schedule, this year’s virtual 
convention will mostly follow the same 
format as if it were live. Be sure to check 
our website for updates. All videos will be 
archived and available for future viewing.

CALL FOR ABSTRACTS
We’re now accepting abstracts for all 

of the sessions listed in the sidebar on this 
page. Directions and assistance are avail-
able on our website. Presenters will need 
to record their presentation well in advance 
of the convention to give our team enough 
time for post-processing all of the videos. 
We have resources available to advise and 
assist presenters in recording their videos. 
Details are available on our website. The call 
for abstracts and video submissions will close 
on Sunday, June 6th. 

VIRTUAL CAVE TRIPS
Shasta Area Grotto is developing a 

video tour of some of the area’s most inter-
esting lava tube caves. These will be launched 
online during convention week.

2021 NSS Virtual Convention: July 25-30, on YouTube
Matt Bowers

VOLCANOLOGY FOR CAVERS
An exciting element of this year’s virtual 

convention will be led by Lee Florea from 
Indiana University. This online workshop will 
examine the equilibrium of surface processes 
and their record in the subsurface.

In the Pacific Northwest, fire and ice 
are intimately involved with the movement 
of carbon and water, guided by the dynamic 
nature of the earth’s crust-plate tectonics and 
volcanism. The classical framework of caves 
will be outlined and historic and modern 
interpretation of caves and their role in the 
developing landscape will be explored.

CARTOGRAPHY SALON & 
CRITIQUE

The NSS Survey & Cartography Section 
is planning an extensive virtual display of 
cave maps from across the country and 
around the world. A critique session will 
also be held online. This section inlcudes a 
diverse group of cavers who are interested 
in sharing ideas, technology, and opinions 
on the science and art of producing digital 
and traditional cave maps, on methods of 
cave data collection and reduction, and 
for improving the digital manipulation and 
representation of cave survey data. 

CAPTAIN JACK’S STRONGHOLD
We’re also working with the National 

Park ervice to deliver a virtual tour of Captain 
Jack’s Stronghold.

Named for Modoc chief Captain Jack 
(Kintpuash in Modoc), Captain Jack’s 
Stronghold is a part of Lava Beds National 
Monument. The Modoc people had long 
used this area for hunting and gathering as 
it was part of their traditional territory.

During the Modoc War of 1872-73, 
while outnumbered by as much as 10 to 1, 
Captain Jack’s band of 53 warriors held off 
a United States Army relocation force for 6 
months. The Modoc used the lava beds as a 
defensive stronghold because of the rough 
terrain and numerous caves utilized to evade 
pursuers. 

NATIONAL PHOTO SALON
On Thursday, July 29, we will broadcast 

the NSS National Awards Salon featuring 
the best of the various art salon entries 
including the “best-of-show” winners for 
each category. The salons included in the 
presentation are the cartographic salon, 
photo salon, graphic arts salon, cave ballad 
salon, symbolic emblems salon, t-shirt salon, 
and the video salon. This program also 

includes the photo salon, which will display 
award-winning digital images by the Society’s 
best photographers.

Traditionally, this is one of the most 
popular events at NSS Conventions - virtual 
or otherwise!

LUMINARY SERIES
During our annual conventions, the 

National Speleological Society records a 
series of talks featuring pioneering cave 
explorers, karst scientists, and other long-
time NSS members. These talks are designed 
to give young and old cavers alike the 
opportunity to learn from some of the true 
superstars in our society. This year’s speak-
ers are Richard Breisch, Frank Binney and 
Dr. Ralph Ewers. More details about the 
speakers and their talks wil be provided in 
the July NSS News.

LIGHTNING TALKS
Lightning talks are very short presenta-

tions, often lasting only a few minutes. The 
subject area can be pretty much whatever 
you want, just keep it related to caving! 
Several lightning talks will be delivered by 
different speakers in a single virtual session. 
If you have a topic you’d like to pre-
sent, please check our website for details.

Full details are online at:

http://nss2021.caves.org/

As of this writing, the 2021 conven-
tion team tentatively plans to deliver 
sessions in these categories;

• Archaeology
• Biospeleology
• Caves of the Cascades and Klamaths
• Cave Digging Session
• Cave Diving
• Cave Photography
• Cave Video
• Caves Across the Solar System
• Communications & Electronics
• Conservation & Management
• Culture of Caves, Cavers and Caving
• Geology & Geography
• Geology & Geography Posters
• International Exploration
• Spelean History
• State Cave Surveys
• Survey & Cartography
• U.S. Exploration
• Vertical
• Volcanospeleology
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The Western Region of the National 
Speleological Society cordially invites all 
cavers to join us in Weed, California for a 
week of social events, cave trips, camping, 
workshops, and Mount Shasta volcano tours! 
There might even be a Bigfoot sighting. And 
yes, we will be playing back the pre-recorded 
NSS Convention sessions in the 560-seat 
Ford Theater at College of the Siskiyous!

And, just 10 miles away, majestic 
14-thousand-foot Mount Shasta Volcano 
stands guard over this beautiful city.

WELCOME TO WEED!
Yes, we’ve heard all the jokes, and as 

memorable place-names go, the City of 
Weed, California must rank near the top! 
Founded in 1897 by Abner Weed, this 
old-west lumber town rests at the junction 
between the Sierra Nevada Range to the 
south and the Cascade Range to the north. 
Located in extreme northern California, just 
50 minutes south of the Oregon border, the 
City of Weed will be a wonderful host for the 
Western Region’s 2021 Speleo-Ed Seminar. 
Over 1,200 caves—both lava and limestone 
—are within an easy drive of the city.

WELCOME PARTY!
Following a day of cave trips, work-

shops, (or virtual session viewing), the 
Speleo-Ed Welcome Party includes a dinner 
worthy of Bigfoot! The menu isn’t totally 
locked in yet, but we’re leaning towards 
oak wood-fired chicken or tri-tip with baked 
beans with applewood bacon, salads, and 
a desert. On stage that night, Rose’s Pawn 
Shop, the popular band from the 2016 
convention in Nevada, will play into the 
late hours.

CAMPING & ACCOMODATIONS
Come early & stay late! College of the 

Siskiyous is located on a 250-acre wooded 
campus with ample space for all Speleo-Ed 
events. Our current plan is to open the 
on-site campground and the college dorms 
on Saturday, July 24. This will give our 
guests time to go caving and explore the 
area before the Speleo-Ed events officially 
kick-off on Monday. The campground and 
dorms will close on Sunday, August 1. See 
our website for additional details. A full list of 
local hotels is also available on the website.

IGNEOUS GEOLOGY FIELD TRIP
Weed lies along the boundary between 

two of California’s northernmost geologic 
provinces: the Klamath Mountains and 
the High Cascades. Although underlain by 
different rock types (ancient crystalline rocks 

2021 Western Region Speleo-Ed: July 25-30, Weed, California
Matt Bowers

in the Klamath and young volcanic rocks in 
the Cascades) both provinces were formed 
by the same process: subduction.

Led by Dr. Bill Hirt from College of the 
Siskiyous, this field trip will begin with a brief 
visit to study the bedrock of the Klamath 
Mountains and then explore the differences 
between the eruptive characters of Mount 
Shasta and Medicine Lake Volcano and 
explore how these differences affect the 
hazards the volcanoes pose to both nearby 
communities and larger populations through-
out the western United States.

SEDIMENTARY GEOLOGY FIELD TRIP
In an igneous land dominated by volca-

noes and steaming hydrothermal vents, 
sedimentary and metamorphic rocks are the 
last thing you’d expect to discover. Yet, to 
the south and west of Weed, these ancient 
rocks persist. These are the remnants of 
coral islands from a Paleozoic ocean. In fact, 
they predate the geologically recent volcanic 
landscape by about 250 million years.

Led by NSS caver Joel Despain, this is 
a geology field trip for agile cavers. While 
no technical skills are required, participants 
should expect an excessive amount of 
walking. The last stop of the trip includes a 
boat ride across Lake Shasta to visit Shasta 
Caverns.

SELF RESCUE TECHNIQUES FOR 
CAVERS

This will be an intensive four-hour 
training workshop that will introduce partici-
pants to cave rescue techniques that can be 
performed by a party of six or less persons, 
using minimal gear normally carried on 
caving trips.

Bring your helmets and personal climb-
ing gear. This exercise will be conducted 
on the college’s fire training tower. There 
is a maximum limit of 16 participants for 
this workshop and advance registration 
is required. The workshop will be led by 
Gretchen Baker, national coordinator of the 
National Cave Rescue Commission.

MICROSHAVING WORKSHOP
This workshop will provide a hands-

on demontration of how to safely break 
and remove solid rock using micro-blasting 
and mechanical techniques. Attendees will 
view demonstrations on how to actually 
split boulders using the Sierra Blaster and 
EZ-Break systems. This workshop will be 
led by licensed explosives specialist John 
Norman from Southern California Grotto. 
Materials will be provided. Please bring your 
helmet, closed-toed shoes and safety glasses.

ADDITIONAL EVENTS
Spread out over the week, we also 

plan to include some public events for the 
International Year of Caves and Karst, a 
business meeting and auction for the Western 
Region, displays and presentations from the 
Western Cave Conservancy, a “really bad 
cave movie night”, as well as photography,  
cartography, and sketching workshops.

RALLY AROUND THE VOLCANO
Tune up your vehicle, load the ice chest, 

grab a few of your best caver friends, and join 
our 4WD rally around the fourteen-thousand 
foot Mount Shasta Volcano! The rally will 
begin and end at College of the Siskiyous. 
This road rally will give you some of the best 
views of the mountain’s seven named glaciers 
that are mostly hidden from casual visitors.

COVID STRATEGY
All participants at this event must show 

proof of completed vaccinations OR a very 
recent negative test. We are working with 
the Siskiyou County Health Department to 
assure that our event is safe for everyone! 
Children are welcome to attend at their 
parent’s discretion, but we are not planning 
a youth program at this time.

We certainly hope to welcome you to 
the largest caver event of the post-apoca-
lypse this summer in Weed, California! As 
this article is being written, many of our 
plans are still under development, but we 
hold guarded optimism that we will be able 
to deliver a safe and responsible gathering 
for our members and guests! Please reach 
out to us at any time if you have questions 
or concerns.

Stay healthy, and get vaccinated!
We’ll see you in a few months in Weed, 

California!

Full details are online at:

http://wr2021.nsswest.org/
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Cavers should not confuse our NSF—
the National Speleological Foundation—with 
the governmental entity National Science 
Foundation. The latter does support scien-
tific research, including cave research. To 
the average caver, cave club or NSS officer, 
the National Speleological Foundation is far 
more important. So cavers should know what 
the NSF is and what it does. Our NSF is not a 
committee of the NSS nor does it own caves.

In brief, NSF manages money and 
investments for several cave groups—
including the NSS. NSF is a not-for-profit 
501(c) (3) corporation organized to provide 
services for long-term trust funds for cave 
and karst-related organizations. Among 
the other groups it serves are the Cave 
Research Foundation (CRF), The Robertson 
Association (TRA runs the Old Timers 
Reunion\OTR), the Michigan Karst 
Conservancy, the Karst Waters Institute, 
Cave Conservancy of Hawaii and Rockcastle 
Karst Conservancy. Should your local 
Grotto’s treasury grow large enough through 
donations or endowments, NSF could 
manage those funds, as well.

NSF also provides direct grants in 
support of speleological science, conserva-
tion and education. However, its main task is 
managing money. It was formed in 1964 at 
the request of the NSS’s Board of Governors 
(BOG). That BOG wanted to separate money 
from sources like the Life Member Fund 
and specific Grant Funds from the NSS’s 
everyday working finances. At the time, 
NSS had two viable options: work with a 
bank that would charge hefty handling fees; 
or establish a separate organization, which 
would hold money, invest it, and perform 
the same functions as a bank but at lower 
cost and with more attention to the specific 
needs of the NSS. Thus was born NSF. As 
noted above, it since expanded its services 
well beyond just serving the NSS.

NSF has been successful in its mission. 
So much so that NSF was able to donate 
$210,000 of its own funds to the NSS for 
the headquarters project. NSF provided 
additional collateral and loan money (at 
rates favorable both to the NSS and to the 
NSF’s fund investors) for the purchase of the 
Huntsville HQ property.

Today, the NSS has about 2,000 life 
members whose one-time dues payments 
all were deposited in trust with NSF. NSF 
returns about $100,000 to the NSS in 

What is the NSF?
Curt Harler

normal years ($50 annual dues x 2,000 life 
members). NSF Treasurer Bert Ashbrook 
points out that all of that comes from a Life 
Member Fund whose total value was less than 
$30,000 when the Foundation was formed.

NSF has made other loans to the NSS 
(from the Society’s own funds which NSF 
holds in trust). For example, in 2003 the 
Foundation loaned the Society $175,000 
from the Life Member Fund to buy Great 
Expectations Cave Nature Preserve. That 
loan was promptly repaid.

NSS members sometimes overlook 
that the more money NSF lends NSS from 
its Trust Fund, the less money there is avail-
able for investment and annual distributions 
to the NSS. 

NSF remains tightly aligned with NSS. 
However, in 1994 NSS and NSF agreed that 
the Foundation needed a greater measure of 
independence. Until then, all NSF trustees 
were selected by the NSS. All parties agreed 
that NSF’s board of trustees needed to be 
self-perpetuating. Today, the NSF board 
elects its own trustees for 5-year terms, based 
on trustees’ skillsets and the Foundation’s 
and the Society’s current needs. Legally, the 
Foundation remains a “supporting organiza-
tion” for the NSS and derives its tax-exempt 
status from its close affiliation with the 
Society. Every Foundation trustee is required 
to be an NSS member, and the Foundation 
frequently meets in conjunction with the NSS 
(including annually at Convention).

Most recently, NSF established for the 
benefit of the NSS what is called The NSS 
Permanent Endowment Fund. This Fund 
was started by a large donation from an NSS 
member concerned about the BOG’s occa-

sional lack of fiscal restraint. The Permanent 
Endowment is designed to pay an income to 
the Society in perpetuity. NSS can use the 
income for any of its day-to-day operations: 
facilitating local grottos, running a conven-
tion, training cavers and cave rescuers, 
publishing the NSS News or cave books, 
maintaining relations with landowners and 
governments, funding speleological research 
and cave conservation, educating the public, 
maintaining preserves, publishing books and 
operating a bookstore, maintaining a library 
and archive, etc. 

The Permanent Endowment Fund is 
controlled by the Foundation. It can only 
be used to benefit the NSS. Each year, four 
percent of the Fund’s value is paid to NSS 
to be used as outlined above.

Any caver can make a tax-favored 
donation to the Permanent Endowment by 
sending a check payable to:

National Speleological Foundation
Attn: Bert Ashbrook
107 Avonbrook Road
Wallingford, PA 19086-6001

MEMO Line on check “NSS Permanent 
Endowment Fund”

If you are interested in benefitting the 
NSS in your financial or estate planning, 
contact Bert Ashbrook at (610) 627-2378 
or treasurer@speleofoundation.org.

There is more to the NSF, of course, 
than this sketch. Note that money donated 
to NSF, including to The NSS Permanent 
Endowment Fund, counts as a donation to 
the NSS and toward donor recognition in 
the Stephenson Group.

NSF trustees meeting in 2019.  Front row, L-R: Dean Snyder, Bert Ashbrook, Janet Thorne, John 
Scheltens, Gordon Smith, Roger McClure; back row L-R: Ted Kayes, Kate Bach, Doug Soroka
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https://www.rkci.org/
https://www.rkci.org/
https://www.hawaiicaves.org/
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NSS Convention
I want to speak to the decision to 

move the 2021 NSS Convention in Weed, 
California to an online only offering. It was 
a tough decision by Adam Weaver, NSS 
Administrative Vice President and Carol 
Tiderman, the Convention Committee 
Chair. Matt Bowers, 2021 NSS Convention 
Chair and his staff poured their heart and 
soul into hosting the convention. While it 
was a difficult decision, I think it was the 
correct one. Here are some of the points 
that played into the decision.

The primary reason for the move to a 
virtual convention, was due to the complexi-
ties created by the Covid pandemic. The 
safety of our members comes first and fore-
most. With many of our members at special 
risk because of age and comorbidities, there 
was a great uncertainty that the spread 
and status of the virus would be controlled 
enough for an event of this size during the 
summer of 2021.

After it became apparent that it would 
be unlikely for those under the age of 16 
to be vaccinated, the JSS programing was 
discontinued on March 5th for 2021.  This 
left those looking at the situation with a 
number of uncertainties for adult attendees: 
If we were able to hold an in-person conven-
tion, would the state mandate that we stay 
six feet apart, limit indoor gatherings, or only 
allow those that can show proof of vaccina-
tion to attend? How many members do we 
have who can’t be vaccinated for medical 
reasons? What if we ended up as a super 
spreader event and exposed our membership 
and the residents of Weed to Covid? 

In addition to the safety concerns, there 
were many financial considerations. Each 
year the NSS Convention staff determine the 
number of attendees that are needed for the 
event to break even. This number is based on 
the fixed costs for the campground, facilities, 
catering, etc. At the time of cancelation, we 
had approximately 150 people registered, 
and felt that it was not promising that the 
convention would garner enough attendance 
to cross the threshold in 2021. The NSS 
does not have a fund that can be used if the 
convention has a major financial loss.

If we continued planning further, there 
was a possibility that we would have had 
to cancel the convention after paying 
our deposits because of another spike in 
Covid. None of our contractors were will-
ing to refund our deposits in the event of 
cancelation. The state of California has the 
authority to limit public gatherings to protect 
public health. Cancelation of the convention 
after paying our deposits would put at risk 

thousands of dollars. This was not deemed 
an acceptable risk for limited society funds.

Due to the numerous concerns, the 
convention staff were given a series of bench-
marks that had to be met for the convention 
to be held. The benchmarks regarding regis-
tration were not met. It made no sense to 
let the staff continue to work on a live event 
when we knew it was not going to happen. 

Several months before the timetable 
on a decision began to tighten, there was 
a meeting with the chairs of 2021, 2022, 
and 2023 Conventions. After considerable 
discussion, it was agreed that the protocol set 
in 2020 (where the convention was moved 
to the next open year – 2023), would be 
followed and in the event 2021 had to go 
virtual. Therefore, the Weed convention 
could move to 2024.

Making a decision to cancel the 
in-person convention also allows more time 
to prepare for a virtual convention. For those 
that have already registered, I want to say 
thank you for your vote of confidence and 
support of the convention staff. You may 
either roll your registration over to the 2022 
South Dakota Convention, request a refund, 
or donate your registration to the NSS.

I know that no one wanted to go virtual 
this year. I understand that there was great 
excitement by many in the Western Region 
to have the NSS Convention in California 
and that is totally justified. Having reviewed 
the layout of the event site, the local scen-
ery, and the warm welcome from the Weed 
community, I can tell you that we are all 
disappointed. I want to express a sincere 
thank you to Matt Bowers and the conven-
tion staff for all your hard work and look 
forward to the virtual convention and hope 
we can meet in northern California in 2024. 

NSS Headquarters
On a recent cross-country trip, I visited 

the office in Huntsville for a few hours. It was 
great to see our office staff and volunteers 
hard at work. The Headquarters artwork and 
museum are really looking great. All of the 
museum cases are in place and full of materi-
als covering our history and art.  

As of June 1st, we will owe $50,060.99 
to pay off the mortgage. Rentals are starting 
to come back for fall and winter. In addition, 
the NSS Museum is looking great with the 
display cases. Thanks to everyone that spon-
sored a case. We’re in the process of raising 
additional funds to expand our exhibits. If you 
would like to sponsor a case, please contact 
the NSS Office at (256)-852-1300.

Maureen Handler and the office staff 
have been responding to requests for bricks 

to be added to the Memorial Patio around 
the flagpole at the headquarters. VPI has 
committed to acquiring 60 bricks and Ron 
Feasler is coordinating a contribution to 
commemorate caving in Carta Valley, Texas. 
Approximately 100 bricks have been sold 
since December.

Membership
Membership increased slightly (56) 

during the month of March. As of March 
31st. 2021, we had 7,383 members with the 
70,862 being highest NSS number issued. 
Please consider renewing your membership 
in the NSS.

Spring Board Meeting
The NSS Board of Governors met virtu-

ally for their spring meeting on March 13. 
A number of actions were passed including 
approving the 2021-2022 NSS Budget and 
selection of Elkins/Dailey, West Virginia as 
the site of the 2023 NSS Convention. The 
board also approved a Memorandum of 
Understanding with the Cave Conservancy 
of Hawai’i. There were a number of motions 
passed related to improving the language for 
various acts including NSS awards, conven-
tion, and web page.

The board also approved in a 12 to 
4 vote, to stop the printing of the NSS 
Members Manual. This will result in substan-
tial savings to the Society. Other reasons that 
were cited included privacy concerns of data 
in unsecured hard copy format, information 
provided in the manual is available online, 
and the members manual is only updated 
once per year and is outdated within weeks 
of publication. The society and individual 
member information is updated in real 
time on caves.org and using our member-
ship software “YM” also known as “Your 
Membership.” Members are encouraged to 
visit the YM portal on the NSS web page to 
keep their contact information up to date. 
Instructions on utilizing YM are posted on 
the web page.

You can view the board agenda and 
minutes of the meeting on the NSS web 
page.

Geary Schindel
NSS President

Correction to May column
Jim Kennedy wrote to point out that 

there was a typo to his e-ddress in the April 
“President’s Message” column. It should 
be cavercrash@gmail.com, with an “r”. He 
welcomes all interested cavers to contact him 
about NCKMS 2021.  Thanks!

mailto:cavercrash@gmail.com
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Nevin Wilson Davis 
NSS 6227, RL, FE, LB 

(1942—2021) 
Nevin passed away March 13, 2021 at 

home on his beloved Virginia farm in the 
heart of cave country, leaving behind Judy, 
who was his wife, his best friend and caving 
companion for 59 years. 

Quite simply, Nevin had an intense 
interest in caves. This interest, this curiosity, 
this compulsion to know what lies under-
ground persisted throughout his life. After 
reviewing his life, it’s hard to imagine the 
amount of virgin cave passages he surveyed, 
the hours spent drawing maps, composing 
cave reports, technical papers, and designing 
items ranging from science apparatus to cave 
gate designs. He was more than a caver—his 
accomplishments are varied and numerous. 
His friends said he could repair, fix, restore, 
or build any piece of equipment or machine. 
As a Penn State electrical engineer, Nevin 
designed electronic devices that were said 
to be ingenious, bordering on genius. But 
beyond all this, he was one heck of a caver! 

Living in the limestone landscape of 
central Pennsylvania, he began exploring 
caves as a boy. In caves he found mystery—
a fascination that demanded more data. 
Soon enough, he joined the Nittany Grotto 
in 1960 where he quickly established that 
he was a member whose talents went far 
beyond just caving. Aside from his many cave 
reports, he was a photographer, explosive 
expert (when legal), and master designer. 
Eventually, he held most all the organiza-
tion’s positions. He was instrumental in 
the discovery of Hosterman’s pit, one of 
Pennsylvania’s largest caves and he discov-

ered, mapped, and gated J4 Cave as well 
as many others. 

Jumping ahead in time, he designed and 
built a gasoline-powered motorized ascend-
ing device called MAD. In 1968, he used 
MAD to ascend Sótano de las Golondrinas in 
Mexico, the first time this vast pit had been 
climbed using a device gripping the rope 
while powered by a gasoline engine! MAD 
now resides in a private collection. 

In 1972 Nevin and Judy packed up their 
pickup and traveled to Mexico where they 
spent a month, eventually joining up with 
Rick Rigg and others, exploring and mapping 
the caves of Cuetzalan, Puebla and published 
a monumental tome on the caves in AMCS 
Newsletter Vol. 4, no. 5-6 (1974) (free 
download at http://www.mexicancaves.org/
nl/oldNL.html>). 

In 1977 Nevin and Fred Wefer trav-
eled to Greece to join an expedition to the 
Astraka Plateau at the edge of the Vikos 
Gorge to explore pits (Provatina Abyss was 
one). Nevin and Fred then made a reconnais-
sance of the nearby Tymphe Massif. 

In the sixties, Nevin and other members 
of the Nittany Grotto became interested in 
surveying Breathing Cave, located in Bath 
County, Virginia. The lure of all the Virginia 
caves in Bath/Highland Counties caused a 
major change in Nevin and Judy’s life. In 
1968 they bought a cabin on the banks of the 
Bullpasture River in this sparsely populated 
area—an area with big caves and potential 
for more. Ten years later they sold the cabin 
and bought a beautiful farm complete with 
an old farm house and a big barn with a 
number of outbuildings. It was just what they 
wanted—to live a simpler life in the middle 
of what is now called the Burnsville Cove. 
So, they retired to their Spring House Farm 
and settled in for the count. 

However, he didn’t really retire—he just 
changed hats. He taught Electronics as an 
adjunct professor at Dabney S. Lancaster 
Community College for 9 years. After this, 
Nevin established a company called Nevtek 
which manufactured a medical device 
(ASI 400) used in laboratories around the 
world. He and Judy also established a mixed-
fruit orchard consisting of apple, peach, and 
cherry trees, selling their apples and cider 
on the farm. They also established various 
grapes, which were made into grape juice 
and transformed into excellent wines. 

But a lot of Nevin’s time was spent 
caving. Butler Cave and Breathing Cave, two 
jewels of Virginia, were just a stone’s throw 
from their farm, with so much potential 
for more. Nevin was one of the founding 
members of The Butler Cave Conservation 

Society. It was formed in 1968 and was the 
first privately owned cave conservancy in the 
US. Nevin served 29 years as its president; 
under his leadership the organization flour-
ished and remains a vibrant cave conservancy 
today. Naturally Nevin became very familiar 
with the miles of complex passages in Butler, 
especially those coming toward his farm. On 
the east side of the farm was Chestnut Ridge, 
where numerous sinkholes and limestone 
ledges covered the slopes. There were also 
small caves and holes that blew warm air in 
the winter. Nevin walked the winter slopes 
and marked the location of snow melts and 
blowing holes. Some of these, when dug 
open, proved to be significant caves. Curious 
about sinking streams and underground 
streams, Nevin did extensive dye tracing. 
This effort led to an understanding of the 
watershed and underground drainage of the 
Burnsville Cove. 

Living on his farm, located right in the 
middle of an area that proved to be one of 
the most significant cave and karst areas in 
Virginia, gave Nevin many opportunities to 
serve a primary role in all the discoveries 
being made. He was very good at recogniz-
ing potential in neophytes and served as a 
mentor and role model to several genera-
tions of cavers. Now, forty years later, there 
are passages totaling over 80 miles in the 
Burnsville Cove and many of these have 
seen his footsteps. Beyond the Cove, Nevin 
was part of many projects (new discoveries) 
throughout Virginia. 

One discovery near his farm that proved 
to be both challenging and gratifying was the 
vast Chestnut Ridge Cave System. Its explo-
ration challenged the strongest cavers. The 
demanding nature of the cave lent itself to 
camps being used for multiday expeditions. 
Twenty-seven cave camps were estab-
lished from 1984 to 1990—Nevin would 
participate in all but one! Eventually, the 
cave system consisted of three entrances—
all required a demanding access. It now 
measures over 22 miles in length and is 
second-deepest in Virginia. This cave was 
one of Nevin’s most satisfying achievements.

One of Nevin’s many legacies in the 
Burnsville Cove is that he permanently 
gained access to Barberry Cave. Two years 
after the first two entrances to the cave were 
excavated, cavers lost access to them. Nevin 
decided that his mission was to create a third 
entrance at a point where the stream trunk 
passed under the Davis’ property. Using a 
cave radio that Nevin had previously built 
from scratch, they found a suitable loca-
tion and the ‘digging’ began. After a year 
of intense work, several thousand $ of 
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his money, countless setbacks, and many 
hundreds of hours of his time (plus dozens 
of volunteers), Big Bucks Pit was created by 
drilling and excavating a 72-foot shaft until 
it intersected the top of the 70-foot-high 
stream trunk. The large trunk passage has 
many flowstone formations but one section is 
especially stunning. It is called the Big Wow 
because it is the typical reaction when first 
seen. Nevin would say with a grin “This is my 
favorite cave and it is my cave.” The entrance 
now sits beneath the ‘Apple Shed’ where 
Nevin and Judy would use the cool air from 
the cave to create a perfect environment for 
storing the bounty of apples harvested from 
their orchard. 

Later in life, over a 10-year period, 
Nevin and Judy traveled to Hawai’i on winter 
trips to explore and survey numerous lava 
tubes both on their own and with others. 
Nevin led the exploration and survey of 
Green Skull Cave, which reached over 100 
feet below the surface with passages over 80 
feet wide. He was a leader in the exploration 
and survey of the 15-mile-long, 1,480-foot-
deep Hualalai Ranch Cave system, drafting 
the map of this complex cave. He also 
led the survey of the Pueo/Two Owl cave 
complex with over 7 miles of passage, and 
Lama Lua, a 3.5-mile-long, 620-foot-deep 
cave with 30-foot-diameter passages extend-
ing into darkness for over a mile and a half 
from the nearest entrance. With Judy, he 
surveyed many miles in numerous other large 
caves: the 2.3-mile-long Dove Cave and the 
West Hawai’i Landfill Cave with 2.6 miles 
surveyed, for example. Nevin was a prolific 
Hawai’i caver with over 40 miles of surveyed 
passages to his credit. Project leader Doug 
Medville described Nevin as always calm, 
competent, analytical, and a great caving 
partner. Nevin made several presentations 
about Hawai’i caves in US Explorations 
sessions during NSS Conventions. 

Nevin was certainly a conservation-
ist. The Butler Cave Conservation Society 
presented to Nevin their highest honor, the 

Limestone Award. He was a member of 
the Hawai’i Speleological Survey and the 
Cave Conservancy of Hawai’i, a director 
of the Virginia Speleological Survey, and 
a member of the Cave Conservancy of 
the Virginias. He was a life member of the 
National Speleological Society and a Lew 
Bicking Award recipient. He was a co-author 
of the book, The Caves of the Burnsville 
Cove, Virginia. 

He was an inventor. Aside from MAD, 
mentioned earlier, he developed a fluorescent 
helmet-mounted cave light—the only one 
of its kind—as well as two variants of LED 
helmet-mounted cave lights well before they 
were available commercially. When commer-
cial explosives could be used without permits, 
he developed a small BANG box, used as a 
detonator, to fit snugly in a cave pack. He 
developed a small signal device that would 
trigger slave units for cave photography. 
But perhaps the most ingenious device, in 

Joli Fay (Larkins) Lee
NSS 19962

Sept. 24, 1951 - February 1, 2021
Joli began her caving career with the 

Pecos Valley Grotto and Southwestern 
Region, along with her children, Threva, 
Gene, and Beth Eaton. She was instrumen-
tal in the reactivation of the White Sands 
Grotto, where she remained a member until 
her untimely death triggered by COVID-19. 
She held offices in both the Grotto and the 
Region, was a Co-Chair of the 1986 NSS 
Convention in her home town of Tularosa, 
NM, and was an Honorary Member of the 
Southwestern Region.   

Joli introduced her husband of 30 years, 
Chris Lee, to caving during a GypKaP expe-
dition.   The family continued caving together 
for many years until her health precluded 
such strenuous activity.  Ridgewalking in 

the Guadalupes, surveying caves in GypKaP 
and other areas, and contacting landowners 
to gain access to new caves kept Joli in the 
forefront of the New Mexico caving scene 
for a long time.  She meticulously kept jour-
nals regarding her adventures, which proved 
especially valuable in finding “lost” caves 
later on (especially before we had GPS). She 
spent one summer working as a cave tech for 
the USFS in the Guadalupe Ranger District 
with the late Ransom Turner. 

Professionally, Joli was a school teacher, 
specializing in reading, which she believed 
to be the cornerstone of all learning. She 
became the Reading Recovery Leader in 
the Alamogordo, NM school district.  After 
retiring, she became a respected member of 
the local arts and crafts community, creating 
art in silk and glass. 

Joli is survived by her husband, Chris 
Lee, her children Threva and Dan Hosford, 
James (Gene) and Shellie Eaton, Mary 
(Beth) Eaton, Robyn Levy, and Michael 
and Dorothy Lee, three grandchildren and 
numerous step- grandchildren.  

A few of the comments posted on the 
SWR elist: 

“Gone, but never forgotten. Had many 
a caving adventure with her and Chris in 
GypKaP, the Guads and elsewhere. All, raise 
a glass of your favorite to her. —Jim Evatt” 

“So sorry to hear we’ve lost another 
dear one to COVID. I remember Joli well—
always bright and friendly.  A heart and 
soul for caves and cavers. Our thoughts and 
prayers reach out to Chris and family.” —Val 
Hildreth-Werker

“I remember one time when a group of 
us were walking out on Lonesome Ridge. We 
came up to a thousand foot cliff.  I crawled 

this author’s opinion, was a highly sensitive 
ultrasonic anemometer that could detect air 
moving at a fraction of mph. This was key in 
the development of the instruments and fans 
used to determine air connections between 
caves entrances. A paper, “A Method of 
Detecting Cave Connections by Induced 
Air Flow,” was presented by its authors Phil 
Lucas, Frank Marks, and Nevin Davis at the 
15th International Congress of Speleology at 
Kerrville, Texas, July 2009. 

Nevin Davis was a man of many talents 
and interest, but his main focus throughout 
his life was the study and exploration of caves 
and their environment. His accomplishments 
would be hard to match. He is a true loss to 
our caving community and to all his many 
friends scattered around the country. He will 
be sorely missed. 

Philip Lucas 
NSS 4820

Judy Davis with Nevin’s MAD ascender
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on my belly to look over the edge.  Jolie 
walked right up to the ledge with her toes at 
the edge.  No fear from her.  I was thinking, 
“One tiny slip...” 

“In the summer of 1986, we were at her 
house (near the school) splitting firewood for 
the NSS Convention. The movie Dune was 
popular at the time and we started shouting 
out words of power as we brought down the 
splitting mauls. I chose ‘Joli’ for my word 
of power. Dang that shout helped me split 
a lot of wood! We will all leave here at one 
time or another. It’s sad to watch our loved 
ones pass on.” —Mike Lorimer

“I remember Joli and I were supposed 
to go dig at Lech, but she got sick so we 
cancelled and that was the dig they broke 
through!  Another trip to the Guads, Joli  
stepped into a hole filled with leaves and 
ended up breaking her foot. Dave Gose, 
myself and another caver (don’t remember 
who) helped her by holding her, and I carried 
her gear up, up and up. She was a tough gal 
hiking all the way back to camp. Of course 
we had good times caving at GypKaP. We 
saw her about a year or two ago at Ft. 
Stanton Live.She will be missed, and Steve 
and I send our condolences to Chris and her 
kids”. -Kathy Peerman

The date [of the accident] was Nov. 9, 
1985. The other caver was Roger Steeb. 
This incident led to a presentation by a 
NMSU trainer of how to bandage ankle 
and foot injuries, which has since proven 
useful.”—Dave Gose

We all extend our sympathy to the Lee 
family.

Carol Belski

Do we need an Executive Director?
In the March issue President’s Column 

the idea of hiring an NSS Executive Director 
(ED) was presented. The NSS needs to think 
very seriously about whether we wish to 
pursue the route of a paid Executive Director, 
rather than the simpler and more limited 
Convention Center Manager. Not surpris-
ingly, paid staff like the idea of paid staff, and 
if given the ability, will tend to hire more of 
them.  Once there is a critical mass, they may 
start easing out the “amateur” volunteers.  
To finance this expense, they take the above 
board measures of dues increases, aggressive 
fund raising and charging for everything. 
Possibly they will resort to more under-
handed methods of quietly raiding special 
purpose funds, now that ordinary members 
are out of the loop. Pretty soon, it starts look-
ing more like a corporation than a grassroots 
organization. This is what happened to the 
Appalachian Mountain Club.  Is it what we 
want for the NSS?

Vi Schweiker

David (Dave) Milligan
NSS 26008

1957-November 19, 2019
I first met Dave out at GypKaP (New 

Mexico Gypsum Karst Project) in 1992 when 
I first started caving. I was asked to go to 

GypKaP by Fred Ettleman and Psyche Reed, 
who first introduced me to Dave. I also met 
Brian Galbraith there as well and we all hung 
out together for many years and attended 
caving events like Sandia Grotto trips, 
Southwestern Regionals, and Conventions. 
When we were caving together in a group, 
Dave would disappear and then reappear a 
time later. We would ask, “where’s Dave?” 
And then say, “Dave’s not here,” and later he 
would show up, stepping out of the shadows. 

Dave was a great companion and 
friend on our caving adventures. There 
were several places besides the GypKaP 
where we would go caving. We would go 
caving in the ‘High Guads’ (High Guadalupe 
Mountains – Forest Service), Low Guads 
(Bureau of Land Management), Carlsbad 
Caverns National Park and McKittrick Hill 
near Carlsbad, New Mexico. Dave grew up 
in Carlsbad, worked in the potash mines, 
and knew the area quite well. I enjoyed his 
stories of growing up in Carlsbad and caving 
in the area. Dave moved up to Albuquerque 
prior to our first meet at GypKaP and had 
started a family, started a neo-natal busi-
ness, and had two children (a daughter and 
a son). I later met his son James at GypKaP 
and went caving with them including Brian 
Galbraith, John Ganter, and Linda Starr, 
among others. We also went caving in the El 
Malpais National Monument a lot in the years 
prior to the organized ElMaP (2002-2019). 
There was one adventure I remember where 
Brian, Dave and I set off to find the Chantry 
System. We parked near the property that 
was occupied by Mister Chavez on the edge 
of the flow just south of the Cerritos de Jespe 
where we found the sign for the ‘Elusive 
Malpais Campground.’ We set up camp 
near the Chantry System after a four-hour 
journey. In the morning we explored some 
leads, marked GPS points where we found 
the round cave tags and documented with 
photos. We found many cool places that we 
wanted to return to, but as time happens, we 
never went back. I remember another time 
when we explored a set caves in the Gyp 
Hills east of Engle, NM across the Jornada 
de Muerto. We had to climb up to the cave, 
which took at least three hours to get near 
the top of the mountain. We set a 200-foot 
rope and descended into the cave. It was 
tight but found many cool formations. This 
is the trip where I thought I encountered 
the Mountain Lion after ascending to the 
top, where I awaited Dave as he and Brian 
coached Rose (Brian’s daughter) to ascend 
from the cave depths.  Dave was a proficient 
vertical caver. At NSS conventions he would 
compete in the vertical contests and did well. 
He loved to cave no matter what kind of cave 
it consisted. 

Many years after I married, I owned a 
home in Albuquerque west of the University 

of New Mexico where I had Dave as a renter 
for a few years. He had an apartment in the 
NE heights and wanted to move closer to 
Presbyterian where he worked as a nurse. 
A few years later he met a lady who was 
confined to wheelchair and moved in with 
her to take care of her. Dave’s next career 
move was that of a truck driver. He took 
his then girlfriend out on the road with him 
and started his trucking adventures. Later, 
I believe they got married. He definitely 
always had a kind heart. He moved out near 
Edgewood and not far from the Edgewood 
Caverns entrance. When his lady passed 
away he left Edgewood and took his belong-
ings to an old friend near Cedar Crest, NM. 
He continued to truck across the country 
with Navajo Express. He would always 
call me up and we’d talk for over an hour 
each time. He would send me pictures of 
his travels across the country and YouTube 
videos. He said he wasn’t lonely because 
he had his cat. After I left Albuquerque, 
we met a few times, once here in Crozet, 
VA and other time in Kentucky, where we 
met for a few beers. Then there was a few 
months when I had not heard from Dave 
and in early December I found out that Dave 
had passed away while on the road in New 
York. I was shocked and I know he will be 
missed by many who knew him. Cave on 
my dear friend.

Blake N Jordan
NSS 43030 RL FE
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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 Private Collection - 50 Year Sale. 
https://speleobooks.secure-mall.com/   518-295-
7978  emily@speleobooks.com  No convention 
this year so Speleobooks owner Emily Davis is 
offering her life long collection of rare cave books 
for sale. We look forward to seeing you at future 
caving events.
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
NEW BOOK: Caving Alabama with the 
Huntsville Grotto by Frances Johnston, assisted 
by Jim Johnston, NSS 1718F. Early discoveries 
from 1956 on. Full color, softback only, 8 1/2 x 
11 size, 146 pages, view and order direct from 
Amazon.com to your home, price $19.98.        6

The Northeastern Caver
Northeast Regional Organization, NSS
March 2021, Vol. 52, Number 1

Af t e r  t h e  No r t h e a s t e r n  Ca v e 
Conservancy’s acquisition of the Traino 
Cave Preserve last year, John Dunham 
took it upon himself to map the preserve’s 
two major caves. Despite the project being 
interrupted by the pandemic, John has 
mapped significant passage in both Georges 
Surprise and Slingerlands Hellhole. Old 
maps of the two caves showed a potential 
connection and combined length of 1,350 
feet. John’s updated mapping and error 
correcting indicates the two caves are just a 
few feet apart in two separate passageways 
and are likely going to extend over 2,700 feet 
once connected and fully surveyed. 

Revisiting the site of the 2002 NSS 
Convention in Camden Maine, Stephen 
Whitney and Nehemiah Brown decided to 
resurvey some of the area’s larger talus 
caves, including Mt. Megunticook Talus 
Cave and Hidden Cleft Boulder Cave. 
Located adjacent to one another, the two 
caves have over 500 feet of passage and 
numerous entrances to explore. 

The Carbide Dump
Blue Ridge Grotto
March 2021, Vol. 56, Number 3

Bob Alderson joined Dave Socky and 
Bill Koerschner for a three-day trip to 
Kentucky to survey in the Roppel Cave 
System. Visiting a different section of the 
cave each day, the trio, with the help of some 
other cavers, were able to survey and resur-
vey several passages. Due to the nasty, tight 
nature of a crawl surveyed on the second day, 
the group was unable to find the source of 
the thundering waterfall that could be heard 
down the very windy passage.

Sag Rag
Southwestern Region of the NSS
Nov.-Dec. 2020, Vol. 39, Number 6

Leading a group dig project  at 
Yellowjacket Cave in the marble moun-
tains of northern California, Mark Fritzke and 
his team members had great success, break-
ing through into 20-foot diameter stream 
passage. The team explored only 100 feet 
ahead in a large canyon, before turning and 
leaving it for a future survey trip. 

Bill and Judy Brockel spent a late night 
surveying Shasta County’s Peace Pipes, a 
lava tube discovered by Tom Rickman and 
Tyanna Blaschak a few years prior. The 
526-foot-long system has four entrances with 
scenic formation areas scattered amongst its 
mostly walking passages.

The Cleve-O-Grotto News: 
The Cleveland Grotto 
January-February 2021, Vol. 61, No. 1

Five survey teams entered Sarah 
Furnace Cave in late January, collecting 
1,598 feet of surveyed passage. Surprisingly, 
conditions in the cave were much different 
than expected with significant water encoun-
tered despite low precipitation totals in the 
prior two weeks. The cave now stands at 
3.63 miles long, making it the third longest 
cave in the Pennsylvania.

The Potomac Caver
Potomac Speleological Club
January-February 2021, Vol. 64, No.1

Mark Minton, Dwight Livingston, and 
their group of friends have turned their 
attention to Coon Cave, a short blowing 
cave above Shoveleater. After a recon 
trip in November, the cavers decided the 
cave showed enough promise to spend 
time conducting a technical dig. A new 
survey is being produced by Dwight and Bob 
Alderson, while Mark, Yvonne Droms, and 
Gerhart Hauptman have been working on 
enlarging a blowing lead in the cave’s lower 
levels. A fair amount of distance has been 
made in the dig, but not enough to define a 
definite trend. However, after studying the 
new survey data and preliminary observa-
tions from the dig, the group is hopeful the 
dig will lead to passages south of Shoveleater 
that have yet to be discovered. 

Camping overnight in Kimble Pit, 
Adam Byrd, Reilly Blackwell, Corey Hackley, 
and Cassandra Mosely accumulated 554 feet 
of survey in a sharp, tight crawl that required 
significant hammering to make it passable. A 
strong breeze issues through the crawl, which 
was left as a going lead. The new survey 
brings Kimble to over 9 miles in length. 

Natural Bridge Caverns
(continued from page 21)

especially cavers who own their own cave, 
want to hear. Natural Bridge Caverns is an 
extraordinarily beautiful cave and the perfect 
opportunity for anyone to fall in love with the 
cave world for the 1st time or the 100th time. 

You can learn more about Natural 
Bridge Caverns by visiting their website 
(NaturalBridgeCaverns.com), following them 
on facebook, or better yet, by visiting The 
Wuest family & team in person. They are 
open daily all year round! 

Editor’s Note: Natural Bridge Caverns 
provided a beautiful new map of the cave 
by Orion Knox to use with this article. Since 
even a two page print wouldn’t do this large 
map justice, you can access it as a PDF file on 
our NSS News Extensions page at https://
caves.org/pub/nssnews/extensions.shtml

https://speleobooks.secure-mail.com
mailto:emily@speleobooks.com
mailto:rellison1120@gmail.com
mailto:rass-grants-committee@googlegroups.com
mailto:wvass@prehistoricplanet.com
https://www.amazon.com/
mailto:nssnews@caves.org
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